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Abstract 

Psychological research has demonstrated that Native peoples engage with shared 

meanings of cultural phenomena in their environments when forming their identities. 

These are referred to as cultural representations and are critical for Native peoples to 

form a coherent and meaningful sense of self. To date, empirical studies on cultural 

representations use experimental methods to measure the effect of media representations 

on identity-related outcomes among Native adolescents from reservations and in 

academic settings. These studies take a top-down approach that neglects the range of 

cultural representations and the intrapsychic processes Native peoples use to engage with 

them during identity formation, as well as well-known constructs from cultural 

psychology that have implications for individuals’ identities. The present study addresses 

these limitations through a bottom-up approach using narrative and digital storytelling 

strategies to answer the following research questions: 1) What cultural representations are 

present in narratives of urban Native peoples? 2) How do urban Native peoples 

internalize and resist the aforementioned cultural representations? And 3) How do well-

known cultural psychology constructs relate to these cultural representations and 

narrative processes? To answer these questions, participants (n = 73) completed a 

questionnaire of cultural psychology constructs and open-ended story prompts, and 

attended a one-day workshop to create a digital story. For Research Question 1, thematic 

analysis was used to examine the content of the historical and cultural representations in 

Native peoples’ environments from their digital story narratives. To address Research 

Question 2, digital story narratives were examined for narrative processes to determine 

how Native peoples’ internalized and negotiated with historical and cultural 
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representations when forming their identities. For Research Question 3, associations 

between historical and cultural representations, narrative processes, and well-known 

cultural psychology constructs were examined through correlations, independent samples 

t-tests, and chi-square analyses to further contextualize the findings. Results provide rich 

and descriptive information about historical and cultural representations salient to Native 

peoples’ identity development, which are discussed through Story Profiles. Implications 

for Native peoples as active co-constructors of their identities are discussed in relation to 

the current literature.  
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Systems of Cultural Representation: An Examination of Native American Identity 

and Cultural Representations Through Digital Stories 

“If it wasn't for the community here in Minneapolis, I wouldn't know the power of 
praying with tobacco, I wouldn't know that beading and regalia making is soothing to the 
soul, that drumming would free me to grieve, or that dancing in regalia was attainable 
for me in my genderqueer self.” 
 

- Mo (Beardy's and Okemasis Cree Nation), OrigiNatives’ workshop #17 
 
“Can you believe I never played a sport with another Native American? I guess you can 
say that was a very clear depiction on Native American presence in both neighborhoods. 
Neither neighborhood had very much knowledge or care about Native American culture. 
But that's okay, because inside of my home I was getting a full dose of culture. From 
going to powwows, ceremonies, and cultural events, I felt like I had everything I needed 
to be me.” 
 

- Kirby (Bois Forte Band of Ojibwe), OrigiNatives’ workshop #17 
 
“It wasn't until college that I met a good friend and she introduced me to the Native 
culture. I am not just talking [about] religion, I'm talking about a way of life. The way I 
view the world both physically and spiritually. The meaning of family and the circle of 
life. Mino Bimaadiziwin! I finally felt like I fit, had somewhere to belong, and a whole 
new family. I could feel the healing of my ancestors as I grew.” 
 

- Alyxis (Grand Portage Band of Ojibwe), OrigiNatives’ workshop #16 
 
“Little Earth taught me a lot about history, language and tradition. It was the first place 
that I experienced both an asemaa ceremony and a full moon ceremony. I felt empowered 
and even more connected to the community and my own culture. It gave me a sense of 
pride and I began to realize how important it was to teach our young people their 
culture, language, and tradition.” 
 

- Ashlee (Red Lake Band of Ojibwe), OrigiNatives’ workshop #20  
 
“I just wanted to be a part of something in this life, a tribeless, homeless person that was 
granted acceptance, and out of it came this drum. Even though I didn't get the big money 
from Lower Sioux, this drum feels like a million dollars. If the house burned down, the 
one thing I would grab is this drum. Even though I was asked to leave White Earth Urban 
Office, I still hum Ojibwe tunes. This drum is my Indianness, my enrollment, my identity.” 
 

- Michael (Dakota and Ojibwe), OrigiNatives’ workshop #19 
 



 2 

Despite their differences (e.g., tribal affiliations, age, gender), each of the 

participants above is narrating an account that contributed to a deeper and richer 

understanding of what it means to be a Native person. Indeed, a common feature of 

participants’ narratives is a mixture of cultural representations across different 

environments that sent messages to them about who and what Native peoples are. 

Consequently, participants narrate a process of engaging with shared understandings of 

Native peoples - including histories and cultures - when constructing their own individual 

identities. For instance, Michael narrates the implications of not being eligible for tribal 

enrollment due to his great grandfather omitting his blood quantum to receive a larger 

parcel of land during the Nelson Act. Michael describes the process of developing his 

Native identity as “a great odyssey” of trauma, chronic homelessness, and substance use 

until a chapter in his life he refers to as “the healing song” in which he was exposed to 

singing and drumming. Similar to other participants’ stories, Michael’s narrative “is a 

true testimony to how a drum could make a person feel whole.” Thus, the purpose of the 

present study is to uncover these cultural representations and understand the narrative 

processes through which participants engage with them to, in a sense, feel whole - and to 

situate these findings within the broader cultural psychology literature.  

 According to the Indigenist Ecological Systems Model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Fish & Syed, 2018), the interactions Native peoples have with their environments 

influence their identity development. The exact nature of this influence depends on the 

incorporation of Native histories and cultures in these environments (Fish et al., 2020; 

Fish & Syed, 2018), which is illustrated in the narratives above. For instance, the lack of 

Native peoples in the neighborhoods Kirby interacted with sent a clear message to him 
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about the importance of his culture (“Neither neighborhood had very much knowledge or 

care about Native American culture”), which seemed to be offset by the “full dose of 

culture” he was receiving at home. This is further borne out in psychological research, 

which shows that Native peoples engage with shared meanings of cultural phenomena in 

their environments when constructing their individual identities, known as cultural 

representations (Hall et al., 2013; Leavitt et al., 2015). Cultural representations are 

developed through language, in which individuals ascribe meaning to and construct 

meaning of cultural phenomena in interactions with their environment (Gone, 2006a; Hall 

et al., 2013; Fryberg & Townsend, 2008). Thus, cultural representations have 

implications for what it means to be a member of a given cultural group, influencing 

individuals’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. For Kirby, this included powwows and 

ceremonies his grandmother took him to (“I felt like I had everything I needed to be 

me”), and spirituality for Alyxis (“I finally felt like I fit, had somewhere to belong, and a 

whole new family”). 

However, there has been limited psychological research on the aforementioned 

processes in Native peoples. To date, the lion’s share of psychological research on 

cultural representations has focused on the effect of media representations on Native 

adolescents and college students, from or near reservations, in educational contexts 

(Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Fryberg & Townsend, 2008; Leavitt et al., 2015). Most of 

these studies use priming methods, which measures the effect of viewing media and 

academic representations on outcomes like self-esteem (Fryberg et al., 2008), self-

understanding (Leavitt et al., 2015), belonging (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015), and future 

possibilities (Fryberg & Markus, 2003). As illustrated through the narratives above, 
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cultural representations do, in fact, have implications for these features of the self, 

however, these studies take a top-down approach to examining the influence that cultural 

representations have on Native peoples that neglects the range of cultural representations 

and the processes through which Native peoples engage with them. Despite the promise 

of narrative methods and storytelling strategies to explore and capture dynamics between 

individuals and cultural representations in identity development, few have been used in 

psychological research with Native peoples (e.g., Gone 1999, 2006a; Gone et al., 1999).  

The present study addresses these limitations through a bottom-up approach that 

uses narrative methods (McLean & Syed, 2015; McLean et al., 2017) and storytelling 

strategies (Cunsolo et al., 2012) from indigenous psychology (Duran, 2019) and 

indigenous studies (Smith, 2012). The goals of the present study are to examine 1) the 

cultural representations present in narratives of Native peoples as understood through the 

Indigenist Ecological Systems Model (e.g., Michael’s drum, “This drum is my 

Indianness, my enrollment, my identity”; Fish & Syed, 2018), 2) the narrative processes 

Native peoples use to engage with cultural representations through the master narrative 

model of identity development (e.g., Kirby engaging with a shared understanding of 

Nativeness that differed from that of his neighborhood’s; McLean & Syed, 2015) and 3) 

how cultural representations and narrative processes relate to well-known constructs from 

cultural psychology including ethnic identity, racial regard, historical trauma, 

enculturation, centrality, psychological well-being and distress. Thus, the present study 

uses narrative and storytelling methodologies to expand the psychological literature on 

representations with underexamined content and processes to support positive identity 

development among Native peoples. Towards this end, the remainder of the introduction 
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provides an overview of the Indigenist Ecological Systems Model to highlight the affect 

of Native peoples’ environments on their identities; the relationship between stories and 

developing a sense of self to shed light on the impact culturally dominant representations 

can have on Native peoples’ identities; digital storytelling as a methodology to challenge 

and resist culturally dominant representations through self-relevant representations; and 

well-known constructs in cultural psychology that have the potential to give insight into 

Native peoples’ identities as a function of representations.  

The Indigenist Ecological Systems Model and Identity Development 

The Indigenist Ecological Systems Model (IESM; Fish et al., 2020; Fish & Syed, 

2018) is an adaptation of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1994) ecological systems model. 

While the original ecological systems model highlights the influence that individuals’ 

interactions with their environments have on facets of their development, IESM places a 

stronger emphasis on the importance of including Native peoples’ histories and cultures 

in their environments (Fish et al., 2020). Thus, IESM enables Native peoples to have 

interactions with historical and cultural contexts in their environments that are necessary 

for their development. This is particularly important for identity development - a 

multifaceted and complex process for Native peoples (Gone, 2006a; Gone et al., 1999; 

Markstrom, 2011).  

With increased attention on the sociocultural contexts of identity development, 

the psychological literature increasingly includes theories of identity formation among 

Native peoples. In summarizing the findings on Native identities, Gone (2006a) 

highlighted progress psychological conceptualizations have made by focusing on 

dimensional and discursive models. He proposed an approach to Native identity known 
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as the Gone model (Gone et al., 1999), which states that 1) Native peoples actively 

construct their identities from cultural content available in their environments and 2) that 

this process is limited by cultural histories. Since then, the psychological literature has 

continued evolving to include more contextualized understandings of Native identities, 

such as Markstrom’s (2011) conceptualization of the various levels and types of 

indigenous identities that Native adolescents interact with and are influenced by during 

identity formation. Given IESM’s focus on the interactions between Native peoples and 

their environments, IESM can provide an effective framework for examining the nuances 

at this intersection.  

The original ecological systems model conceptualizes environments from the 

developing individual’s perspective, starting with environments that are most proximal to 

the individual and moving outwards to those that are more distal, including the 1) 

microsystem, 2) mesosystem, 3) exosystem, 4) macrosystem, and 5) chronosystem 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994). IESM includes the environments from the original model, 

but offers a divergent conceptualization of the order and meaning of the environments 

that privileges historical and cultural contexts salient to Native peoples’ identity 

development and self-understanding. This conceptualization accomplishes three goals 

including 1) emphasizing the various histories and 2) cultures relevant to the present day 

experiences of Native peoples, and 3) effectively connecting these histories and cultures 

to their development through the environments they interact with. Thus, privileging the 

chronosystem (i.e., history) and macrosystem (i.e., culture) effectively centers them in 

Native peoples’ development while placing their experiences in a broader historical 

context.  
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Each of the environments and their implications for Native peoples’ identity 

development are described below (see Figure 1): 

Chronosystem 

In the original ecological systems model, the chronosystem was added at a later 

date to capture the influence of time on development (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). It is 

depicted as the third dimension of the original ecological systems model, cutting across 

the other environments. In contrast, the chronosystem is the starting point of IESM. The 

chronosystem is both 1) the center of or first environment in the model and 2) the third-

dimension. As depicted in Figure 1, the chronosystem is the foundation on which the 

remaining environments are stacked.  

The chronosystem measures change and stability over a person’s lifetime (i.e., 

individual ontogenetic change) and historical shifts across generations (i.e., historical 

phylogenetic change). It also captures time beyond an individual’s lifetime, including 

time backwards and forwards to recognize 1) that events that occurred long before an 

individual’s life have much to bear on their present day experiences and 2) that their 

present day experiences leave a legacy for what follows. The chronosystem has a 

bidirectional relationship with the remaining environments, illustrated by the solid arrows 

on Figure 1. Thus, not only does the chronosystem influence developing individuals’ 

interactions with their environments, but their environments also affect their interactions 

with the chronosystem.  

Indeed, the chronosystem has several implications for identity formation. Tribal 

histories, traditions, Indigenous epistemologies (i.e., ways of knowing), ontologies (i.e., 
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Figure 1 
Three-Dimensional Figure of the Indigenist Ecological Systems Model  
 
 

 
 
 

Bidirectional relationship 
between Chronosystem and 
ecological systems 
 
Bidirectional relationship 
between Macrosystem and 
ecological systems 
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ways of being), and family lore are all vehicles to the past that can provide Native 

peoples’ with a sound foundation from which to construct a sense of self (Markstrom, 

2008, 2011). For identity development to occur, Native peoples must be able to connect 

past selves with future selves to form a coherent sense of self - known as self-continuity 

(Chandler & Lalonde, 1998). Due to the effects of colonization, this process can be 

difficult for Native peoples who have had their cultures relegated to the past and 

systematically oppressed (Chandler et al., 2003). As described by Gone (2006a), Native 

peoples’ identities are “historical products of enduring social structures that are both 

powerful and pervasive” (p. 65). Thus, while the chronosystem offers much fodder for 

identity formation, the development process is also constrained by it (Gone, 2006a; 

Markstrom, 2011; McLean & Syed, 2015). Markstrom (2011) refers to the former as 

Native histories’ contributions to identity development and the latter as the repercussions 

of colonialism.  

Macrosystem 

 In IESM, the macrosystem is the second environment following the 

chronosystem, diverging from its position as the fifth and final environment in the 

original ecological systems model. The macrosystem captures the culture or subculture of 

the other environments, including patterns in lifestyles, beliefs, ideologies, customs, and 

opportunity structures (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Situating the macrosystem as the second 

environment, rather than last, signifies that culture is proximal to development in IESM. 

This is consistent with what cultural psychologists have advocated for (Juang et al., 

2012), as it makes it difficult for researchers to neglect cultural contexts of development. 

Similar to the chronosystem, the macrosystem has a bidirectional relationship with the 
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other environments as indicated by the dashed arrows on Figure 1. This means that the 

macrosystem both influences and is influenced by the other environments.  

 Much like the chronosystem, the macrosystem provides much for Native peoples 

to engage with during identity development, including a person’s tribe (Pewewardy, 

2002; Syed & Fish, 2018), clan (Trimble, 2000), enrollment status (Gone & Trimble, 

2012), land and water (Cowie et al., 2016), language (Horse, 2005), religion and 

spirituality (Gone et al., 2017), and practices and activities (Fryberg et al., 2018; Horse, 

2005). However, the macrosystem is also limited due to constraints of the chronosystem. 

The legacy of settler colonialism has obfuscated the ease with which Native peoples can 

access their cultures in certain environments. Environments with their own cultures (e.g., 

the dominant culture) have enduring structures rooted in colonial histories that affect the 

extent to which and how Native cultures are incorporated (Fish et al., 2020).  

Individual 

Whereas the developing individual is the starting point of the original ecological 

systems model, it is the third in IESM. This is where core psychological phenomena are 

located, like traits and characteristic adaptations (DeYoung, 2015; McAdams & Pals, 

2006), degree of acculturation (Berry, 2003), mental health (Jahoda, 1958), and identity 

(Erikson, 1959). Thus, this move seeks to recognize the role of 1) individuals’ histories 

and cultures 2) environments’ histories and cultures and 3) the interactions between the 

two in Native peoples’ development. Given the implications of the chronosystem and 

macrosystem on identity formation, this move also shifts the focus of analysis from the 

self to the intersection of the self and the environment. That is, how does a person’s 

history and culture interact with that of their surroundings?  
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Microsystem, Mesosystem, and Exosystem 

The interactions Native peoples have with their environments have the potential 

to influence their identities, including the microsystem, mesosystem, and exosystem. The 

microsystem is the fourth environment in IESM, and the second in the original ecological 

systems model. The microsystem refers to patterns in roles, activities, and interpersonal 

interactions within a developing person’s immediate environments (e,g., neighborhoods, 

proximal relationships, educational settings; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Following the 

microsystem is the mesosystem, which is the fifth environment is IESM and the third in 

the original ecological systems model. Mesosystems are interactions between 

environments identified as microsystems, that is, interrelations between microsystems. As 

environments that individuals have regular and enduring interactions with, microsystems 

and mesosystems have great potential to influence development. In IESM, the exosystem 

is the sixth and final environment after the mesosystem, though it is the fourth in the 

original ecological systems model. Exosystems refer to interactions between 

environments wherein the developing individual is not an active participant in at least one 

environment. While the microsystem and mesosystem are more proximal environments 

to development, the exosystem is more distal and has an indirect effect on individuals 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  

Summary  

To summarize, Native identities are understood as the result of a co-constructed 

process that occurs through interactions between Native peoples and the histories and 

cultures in their environments. Like the original ecological systems model 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994), IESM is a taxonomy that provides rich, descriptive 
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information about environments important for Native peoples’ development. However, 

IESM is limited in the sense that it does not delve into the psychological processes or 

mechanisms for how individual identities are formed. In constrast, narrative models of 

identity development have the potential to provide a framework for exploring these 

processes (Hammack, 2015) and are adept at capturing sociohistorical and cultural 

contexts of development (Fivush et al., 2011). As a result, the master narrative model of 

identity development (McLean & Syed, 2015) may complement IESM and highlight how 

Native peoples engage with historical and cultural phenomena in forming their own 

identities. The present study uses IESM and the master narrative model to aptly address 

the first research question - what cultural representations are present in narratives of 

urban Native peoples? 

The Ecology of Storytelling: Stories and the Self 

As described earlier, Native identities are co-constructed between individuals and 

their environments, in which language plays a key role (Gone, 2006a; Gone et al., 1999). 

Through language, historical and cultural phenomena are ascribed meaning and shared 

with others (Gone, 2006a; Hall et al., 2013), thus, resulting in shared meanings of culture, 

known as cultural representations. Cultural representations provide messages to Native 

peoples about what it means to be Native and how one ought to or should be in the world 

(Fryberg & Townsend, 2008; Leavitt et al., 2015). Native peoples engage with cultural 

representations and construct their own meaning, which becomes a part of their identities 

(Hall et al., 2013). Thus, the cultural representations in Native peoples’ environments are 

important sites of identity development. Given that cultural representations hinge on 

language, they can be understood as master narratives of Native peoples that occur 
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through “stories, discourse, media representations, [and] film” (McLean & Syed, 2015, p. 

327).  

Indeed, narratives - or stories - are a mechanism through which individuals 

achieve greater self-understanding (Cohler, 1982; McAdams, 1990, 2001). Stories are 

transmitted within and between cultures, and provide cultural and historical knowledge 

from one generation to the next (Azmitia, 2015; Fivush et al., 2011). This cultural and 

historical transmission of ontological and epistemological worldviews serves as the 

foundation of individual identities (McAdams, 2001). Thus, stories are like a cultural and 

historical repository individuals engage with throughout the identity development process 

(McLean & Syed, 2015). Stories tell individuals where their culture has been (past), 

where it is now (present), and where it could go (future; Chandler & Lalonde, 1998; 

Chandler et al., 2003; Fish, 2018). Stories, in a sense, allow Native peoples to transcend 

time to achieve a richer self-understanding in a larger cultural and historical context 

(Syed & Mitchell, 2015).  

The Master Narrative Model of Identity Development  

         While all stories are influential, some stories have a stronger influence on identity 

development than others, like master narratives. McLean and Syed (2015) propose the 

master narrative model for examining personal identity development as a function of the 

intersection between self and society. According to McLean and Syed (2015), personal 

narratives can be understood by the extent to which individuals position themselves in 

relation to master and alternative narratives. Master narratives are defined by their 1) 

utility as they illustrate how to be part of society; 2) ubiquity as they are commonly 

shared stories in a given cultural group; 3) invisibility as they are difficult to see; 4) 
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compulsory nature as they represent how to exist in a “good” way; and 5) rigidity as they 

are enduring and difficult to change (McLean & Syed, 2015). Through the processes 

described below, individuals internalize and negotiate with master and alternative 

narratives to construct their own personal narrative - albeit, with limitations to agency 

due the structure master narratives impose.  

Master narratives are broad, culture-specific, shared stories that guide the 

thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors of the members of a given culture (McLean & Syed, 

2015). Master narratives are practical for individuals living lives that complement the 

dominant societal structure, but can be problematic for those whose lives do not - 

including marginalized cultures (McLean & Syed, 2015). Whereas the former can 

internalize master narratives without complication, the latter may have a complex 

relationship with the societal structure of master narratives and engage with alternative 

narratives instead (McLean & Syed, 2015). Alternative narratives “at a minimum differ 

from, and at maximum resists, a master narrative” (McLean & Syed, 2015, p. 320) and 

thus, are constructed in contrast to master narratives. This process represents how 

individuals unconsciously internalize and consciously negotiate with master narratives 

(McLean & Syed, 2015). Internalization refers to the extent to which individuals 

incorporate master narratives in their personal identities and negotiation refers to the 

extent to which individuals feel similar to and different from their culture (McLean & 

Syed, 2015). Through these processes, individuals construct personal narratives that are 

inherently constrained due to limits master narratives place on individual agency, though 

individuals may feel agentic (McLean & Syed, 2015).  

Stories About Us: Master Narratives of Native Americans 
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The master narrative model provides a useful framework for understanding 

multiple facets of cultural representations. As seen in the excerpts at the beginning, 

narratives can provide richly descriptive information about the various sites of cultural 

representations and the content of cultural phenomena itself, which can be organized and 

understood through IESM. This is the focus of the first research question, which is, what 

cultural representations are present in the narratives of urban Native peoples? 

Additionally, the master narrative model can illuminate the processes Native peoples use 

when engaging with cultural representations to form their individual identities. Thus, the 

present study uses the master narrative model to provide an in-depth examination of these 

processes as outlined in the second research question, which is, how do urban Native 

peoples internalize and resist the aforementioned cultural representations? I review the 

psychological literature and associated limitations on master narratives of Native peoples 

below.  

Master narratives of Native peoples are anachronistic, and often rooted in 

esoteric, negative stereotypes (Fryberg et al., 2008). The culturally dominant storyline of 

Native peoples is one in which they have extraordinary spiritual characteristics and 

connections to nature (Duran, 2019), live in impoverished conditions on reservations with 

financial support from the government or casinos (Houska, 2017), and are drunks (Duran, 

2019; Fish et al., 2017). Indeed, master narratives seldom describe Native peoples as 

three-dimensional figures relevant in contemporary society (Leavitt et al., 2015). This is 

reflected in the sentiments of Gone, who states, “Indians are simultaneously everywhere 

and nowhere. There are sports mascots on TV, and the streets and states are named after 

Indians. But if you survey most Americans, they don’t know any Indian people and can 
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only come up with a historical figure like ‘Crazy Horse’ or ‘Sitting Bull’ or ‘Chief 

Joseph’” (Dhar & Gone, 2019, no pagination).  

This phenomena is a non-coincidental legacy of colonization. Since the beginning 

of colonialism, Native peoples have been told that to be good is to be nonexistent (e.g., 

“The only good Indian, is a dead Indian”; Mieder, 1993). While literal (i.e., genocide), it 

is also a metaphor for other efforts to eliminate Native peoples (i.e., assimilation), which 

were commonly carried out through boarding schools (“Kill the Indian, save the man”; 

Churchill, 2004; Fish & Syed, 2018; Glenn, 2015). During colonialism, these master 

narratives functioned to serve people in positions of power who would benefit from the 

elimination of Native peoples, like the U.S. who needed access to Native peoples’ land to 

nation build. These master narratives endure into the present day for similar reasons. For 

instance, the majority owner of the NFL’s Washington team receives financial gain from 

oppressing Native peoples through the team’s name and mascot, as does the U.S. 

government who appropriates Native peoples’ resources like land (e.g., the Dakota 

Access Pipeline, Enbridge Line 3). As Houska (2017) articulates about master narratives, 

“When you aren’t viewed as real people, it’s a lot easier to run over your rights” (no 

pagination).  

Implications for Identity Development  

Indeed, master narratives of Native peoples are influential determinants of what it 

means to be Native and has ramifications for Native peoples’ identities (Fryberg & 

Townsend, 2008). Within the psychological literature, master narratives have been 

researched through cultural representations of Native peoples, as representations provide 

shared ideas about the “good” or “right” way to be a person (Fryberg & Townsend, 
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2008). According to Fryberg & Townsend (2008), representations of Native peoples 

erase and homogenize the hundreds of tribes in the U.S. Consequently, Native peoples 

from diverse tribal communities are left to negotiate their identities with monolithic and 

outdated cultural content. Through this process, representations of master narratives 

constrain self-understanding and possibilities for the future (Leavitt et al., 2015), limit 

Native people’s academic and professional identities (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015), and 

contribute to Native peoples imagining futures characterized by failure and 

impoverishment (Fryberg & Markus, 2003).  

The most extensive theoretical and empirical psychological research on 

representations of Native peoples has been on media representations among Native 

adolescents from or near reservations, and in school settings. Leavitt et al (2015) state 

that limited and narrow media representations of Native peoples restrict self-

understanding and identity development, especially in educational contexts. Similarly, 

Fryberg and Townsend’s (2008) theory of invisibility states that underrepresentation in 

the media takes away messages and strategies that guide individuals toward personhood 

and contributes to homogenization, deindividuation, self-stereotyping, and identity 

prototypes (Leavitt et al., 2015). Limited and narrow media representations of Native 

Americans include mascots and Disney princesses, and have been implicated in the self-

esteem, self-understanding, and perceptions of future potential among Native adolescents 

and college students in school settings (Fryberg et al., 2008). Most of these studies use 

priming methods; results suggest being primed with limited and narrow representations is 

associated with lower self-esteem (Fryberg & Markus, 2003; Fryberg et al., 2008), 
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community worth (Fryberg et al., 2008), and achievement based possible selves 

(Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015) in comparison to those not primed.  

Though important, these experimental studies are limited to examining the effect 

of select cultural representations on single measures (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; 

Fryberg & Markus, 2003; Fryberg et al., 2008) or constructs (i.e., self descriptors; 

Fryberg et al., 2008) as outcome variables. Mechanistic in nature, these experimental 

studies focus on the unidirectional effect of representations on Native peoples, but 

neglect the processes through which individuals engage with representations as co-

constructive agents in developing their identities. Thus, the current literature overlooks 

the highly contextualized nature of Native peoples’ identities that result from the dynamic 

processes between the self and society (McLean & Syed, 2015). Additionally, the 

literature’s focus on Native adolescents and college students from or near reservations 

within academic settings limits the extent to which psychologists can understand Native 

peoples’ identities, which is further restricted by experimental designs. Given these 

limitations, there is much to be gained from: 1) a comprehensive bottom-up narrative 

analysis of the role cultural representations play in forming individual identities in a 

heterogeneous sample of Native peoples; and 2) sampling Native peoples from urban 

areas. Urban Native peoples are seldom included in empirical studies on cultural 

representations, despite that the majority of Native peoples live in urban areas (U.S. 

Census, 2010), have complex histories with relocation and migration (Weaver, 2012), 

and face different threats to their identities due to urbanization (Lucero, 2010).  

Stories By Us: Digital Storytelling in Native America 
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Though master narratives are enduring and difficult to change, it is not impossible 

(McLean & Syed, 2015). Research has demonstrated that positive, self-relevant 

representations (i.e., Native American role models) can counteract the effects of 

underrepresentation in academic contexts and increase feelings of belonging among 

Native adolescents (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015). Similar to previous studies, this effect 

was examined through experimental manipulation in which Native adolescents read about 

a self-relevant role model before responding to outcome measures (Covarrubias & 

Fryberg, 2015). Other research on identity development has suggested that Native-

centered spaces in the community can promote healthy identity formation among Native 

adolescents (Lysne & Levy, 1997). One methodology that occurs at the intersection of 

these findings is digital storytelling (DST). Despite its limited use in psychological 

research, DST has great potential to shift master narratives and promote positive identity 

development among Native peoples.  

Within the broader social sciences’ literature, DST has been used 1) as a research 

methodology to collect narrative data and 2) as an intervention to promote identity 

development among Native American and Indigenous peoples. As a research method, 

DST has been used to answer questions related to Native identity and self-understanding. 

As an intervention, DST simultaneously shifts narratives focused on cultural deficits to 

include strengths (Beltrán & Begun, 2014), provides Native peoples opportunities to 

explore different dimensions of their identities (Couros et al., 2013), and enhances and 

solidifies Native identities (Gray et al., 2010), while collecting the data necessary for 

scholarly inquiry. Consequently, DST invites alternative notions of Nativeness into the 
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identity development process, while enabling researchers to examine identity-related 

research questions.  

DST has been used in research with the Māori (Beltrán & Begun, 2014), Inuit 

(Cunsolo Willox et al., 2013), Alaska Natives (Cueva et al., 2015; Cueva et al., 2016), 

Metis and First Nations (Iseke, 2011), and Native peoples from both urban and 

reservation contexts (Blue Bird Jernigan et al., 2012; Manuelito, 2015). Tribal 

communities that DST has been used with include Cherokee (Powell et al., 2007), Paiute 

(Corwin, 2016), Kiowa (Palmer, 2016), and Ojibwe (Manuelito, 2015). Some DST 

research projects, like nDigiDreams, have worked with over 80 tribes in producing 

1,200-plus digital stories (Manuelito, 2015), whereas Project Life includes over 500 

digital stories created by Alaska Native students (Wexler et al., 2013). Moreover, 

psychological research on DST with urban Native peoples from the San Francisco Bay 

Area found that DST strengthened the identities of participants, and that the DST 

workshops and facilitators were considered safe places for participants to tell stories that 

could be used to provide other Native peoples with role models (Moorehead, 2014), or 

representations. 

While the stories that are told about Native peoples have great potential to 

influence their personal narratives, so do the stories that are told by Native peoples, 

functioning as self-relevant representations for Native peoples to engage with when 

constructing individual identities (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015). DST recognizes the 

will and determination of Native peoples as active co-constructors of their lived 

experiences, and centers storytelling practices and traditions (Cunsolo Willox et al., 

2012) to decrease colonial power dynamics in research. Thus, DST empowers Native 
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peoples to author their own narratives on topics that are often authored for them 

(Palacios, 2012). Additionally, DST provides Native peoples with a sense of agency 

(Blue Bird Jernigan et al., 2012), and a space to use their voices to advocate for 

themselves and their communities (Burgess, 2006). As described by Palacios et al (2015), 

DST transmits notions of culture and identity across generations, while also educating, 

empowering, and motivating people to make positive and adaptive changes. 

Despite its widespread use with Native peoples in the social sciences, DST is 

seldom used with Native peoples in psychology with the exception of Moorehead (2014). 

Storytelling in general has been identified as critical to the transmission of culture in 

Native communities (Moorehead, 2014) consistent with notions of traditional healing 

(Moorehead & LaFromboise, 2014) in Native American and Indigenous psychology. As 

a methodology, storytelling has the potential to restore power imbalances that are 

common in researcher-subject relationships (Duran, 2019). This has been referred to as 

story science (Duran & Firehammer, 2015), and can affirm Native peoples’ 

epistemologies (i.e., the oral tradition, storytelling), which are often neglected by 

conventional psychological research methods. Story-based strategies are commonly used 

in critical indigenous studies. As described by Smith (2012), the focus of stories is “on 

dialogue and conversations amongst ourselves as indigenous peoples, to ourself and for 

ourselves [...] Their themes tell us about our cultures” (p. 145). Indeed, stories can 

reassure and challenge Native peoples, invoking “shared understandings and histories” 

(Smith, 2012, p. 145) With the addition of media in DST, Native peoples can engage in 

self-determination by taking control of their images and narratives, providing 

representations that can challenge culturally dominant storylines (Iseke & Moore, 2011; 
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Moorehead, 2014). Thus, DST methodologies may have much to offer psychology’s 

understanding of cultural representations of Native peoples and their identities.  

Summary  

 To summarize, the psychological literature on cultural representations among 

Native peoples has focused on 1) examining the effect of limited and narrow media 

representations on the self, 2) experimental designs, 3) samples of Native adolescents 

from or near reservations, and 4) academic and achievement-related environments. While 

all important to understanding the psychological impact of representations on Native 

peoples, the present study expands on the current literature through the first research 

question (what cultural representations are present in narratives of urban Native peoples?) 

and the second (how do urban Native peoples internalize and resist the aforementioned 

cultural representations?). Whereas the former sheds light on the range of cultural 

representations in various sites of Native peoples’ development, the latter builds on 

psychology’s understanding of the intrapsychic processes at play when Native peoples 

engage in identity formation. This occurs through narrative methods and storytelling 

strategies to promote psychological well-being, identity development, and to change 

dominant master narratives. To place the findings from research questions one and two in 

a broader context, the present study also examines the relationship between cultural 

representations and narrative processes with well-known constructs from cultural 

psychology that have been overlooked in the cultural representation literature to date. 

This is explicated through the third research question - how do well-known cultural 

psychology constructs relate to cultural representations and narrative processes? 

Cultural Psychology  
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 To date, empirical studies of cultural representations have not included frequently 

examined constructs from the broader cultural psychology literature, which could be due 

to the emphasis on experimental studies. Indeed, there are several well-known cultural 

psychology constructs that could have a bearing on the cultural representations that are 

salient to Native peoples and how Native peoples engage with them during identity 

formation. Past critical examinations of social science research contends that psychology 

loses its relevance for Native peoples when research occurs at the micro- (i.e., individual) 

instead of the macro-level (i.e., sociohistorical, cultural contexts), and risks reifying 

narratives and depictions of Native peoples that are pathological (Duran, 2019; Trimble, 

1987). Rather than focusing exclusively on intrapsychic processes when examining 

Native peoples’ interactions with cultural representations, including broader 

psychological constructs can add richness and further contextualize narrative data 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2005). This includes measures that capture historical trauma (i.e., 

historical loss thinking, historical loss associated symptoms) and various dimensions of 

identity (i.e., enculturation, ethnic identity, racial regard, centrality) that have potential 

implications for cultural representations, narrative processes, and psychological well-

being and distress. Consequently, the present study includes these constructs from 

cultural psychology to understand cultural representations and narrative processes in a 

broader literature. Each of the aforementioned constructs which will be discussed in turn.  

Historical Trauma  

 Historical trauma (HT) first appeared in the psychological literature in the 1990s. 

The construct was developed through Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart’s (1998) 

pioneering work with the Lakota. Since then, there have been several iterations of the 
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construct in the literature. Brave Heart et al (2011) defines HT as “cumulative emotional 

and psychological wounding across generations, including the lifespan, which emanates 

from massive group trauma” (pg. 283). This definition is considered empowering to 

Native peoples by framing lifetime trauma within a broader historical and collective 

context. HT has been operationalized as historical losses (Whitbeck et al., 2004a) and 

through the historical trauma response (HTR). The former captures the degree to which 

historical losses are thought about, whereas the latter captures the psychological distress 

associated with thinking about these losses (Whitbeck et al., 2004a). There is also 

Indigenous Historical Trauma (IHT), which acknowledges historical trauma’s colonial 

origins and collective impact from cumulative events across generations (Gone et al., 

2019; Hartmann & Gone, 2014).  

A recent systematic review by Gone et al (2019) yielded 32 relevant empirical 

studies of IHT, including historical loss studies, residential school ancestry studies, and 

three studies that did not fit into either category. Generally, findings indicated that higher 

endorsements of IHT were significantly associated with poorer health outcomes. This 

was true of the historical loss studies reviewed, which included the highest number of 

studies (n = 19), and measured associations between the Historical Loss Scale (HLS), the 

Historical Loss Associated Symptoms Scale (HLASS), and adverse health outcomes 

(e.g., smoking, alcohol use, binge eating, mental health symptoms). As Gone et al (2019) 

notes, the findings are difficult to synthesize into a cohesive narrative since the empirical 

studies are inconsistent in both their usages of the measures and their complex findings. 

For instance, in one study, stronger ethnic identity was associated with IHT, which was 
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associated with smoking even though ethnic identity was a protective factor against 

smoking (Soto et al., 2015).  

Given the nascent and complicated associations between IHT and adverse health 

outcomes, it could be useful to explore IHT’s associations with cultural representations 

and identity formation. While there has been no empirical research to date on associations 

between IHT, cultural representations, and narrative processes, theories have described 

historical trauma as a public narrative that helps individuals connect their present and 

past experiences. Mohatt et al (2014) describes historical trauma as a contemporary 

narrative imbued with present and past representations of trauma. Thus, IHT could have 

implications for individuals’ identities in terms of the cultural representations individuals 

engage with. Moreover, since forming a coherent sense of self is a contributing factor to 

well-being, IHT could influence one’s ability to construct an identity because of its 

associations with poorer health outcomes. According to Chandler and Lalonde (1998), 

disruptions in culture can potentially affect self-continuity and identity development. As 

such, assessing associations between IHT, cultural representations, and narrative 

processes is essential to advancing the literature.  

Enculturation 

 Enculturation captures the extent to which Native peoples are embedded in their 

cultures. This has been examined through their degree of engagement with cultural 

practices and their cultural identities (Whitbeck et al., 2007b; Zimmerman et al., 1996). 

Like historical trauma, enculturation is considered a strength-based construct that 

empowers Native peoples’ cultural identities, in contrast to acculturation, which is 

thought to measure deficits (Zimmerman et al., 1996). Some research with Native 
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peoples has used one index of enculturation, while others have used multiple indexes. For 

instance, Oetting and Beauvais (1990-1991) validated an orthogonal measure of one 

index of enculturation (i.e., cultural identification) that captures the extent to which 

individuals participate in cultural activities, follow their “ways”, and are successful 

according to cultural standards for both the dominant (i.e., White) culture and Native 

culture (Venner et al., 2006). Whereas Zimmerman et al (2006) found that items for 

cultural affinity, family activities, and Native identity formed one factor that adequately 

measured enculturation. Whitbeck et al (2004b) created a latent construct to measure 

enculturation using an adaptation of Oetting and Beauvais’s (1990-1991) cultural 

identification measure in addition to measures of traditional spirituality and activities. 

Much like Gone et al’s (2019) findings from the systematic review on Indigenous 

Historical Trauma, there are various usages of enculturation measures and sparse 

findings, making it difficult to draw conclusions about the construct. However, since 

some findings have pointed to it as a protective factor (Whitbeck et al., 2001), it could be 

fruitful to examine in the context of cultural representations as the extent to which Native 

peoples are embedded in their culture could have a bearing on the cultural representations 

they engage with. 

Ethnic Identity 

 Despite implications cultural representations have for what it means to be Native, 

empirical studies examining cultural representations and Native peoples have not 

included measures of ethnic identity to date. Oyserman and Fryberg (2006) indicate that 

certain domains of possible selves (i.e., academic) could be related to ethnic identity and 

that it is an important area for future research. However, the research in this area remains 
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scant. While facets of identity have been examined such as belonging and self-

understanding, measures are often specific to school (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015) or 

are captured through self-descriptors (Fryberg & Markus, 2003; Fryberg et al., 2008). 

Though self-descriptors can potentially include responses related to ethnic identity, this is 

not the focus of the findings. Moreover, if ethnic identity is measured, it is through 

participants’ identification with an ethnic group (Fryberg et al., 2008), rather than actual 

measures that capture processes involved in ethnic identity development, such as 

exploration and commitment (Phinney & Ong, 2007). Ethnic identity is often defined as a 

multidimensional construct measuring the process of learning about one’s ethnic group 

(i.e., exploration) and feeling connected to that group (ie., commitment; Phinney & Ong, 

2007). This conceptualization is borne out of Phinney’s (1990) research on ethnic 

identity, and is an extension of the personal identity literature (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 

1994) through the addition of ethnic identity as an identity domain (Umaña-Taylor et al., 

2014).  

Generally speaking, ethnic identity is an important developmental task for ethnic 

minorities (Azmitia, 2015), is associated with healthy adaptation and psychological 

functioning (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014a), and can serve as a protective factor against the 

effects of discrimination and substance use (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). In research with 

Native peoples, ethnic identity has been identified as a protective factor against smoking 

(Soto et al., 2015), though the findings on associations between ethnic identity and 

substance use have been contradictory and inconclusive in other empirical studies (Rivas-

Drake et al., 2014a). As mentioned earlier, stronger ethnic identity has been associated 

with historical trauma, which is a risk factor for smoking (Soto et al., 2015). Other 
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research has found that high ethnic identity exploration and commitment among Native 

peoples was associated with a greater sense of community than other identity 

configurations, and increased psychological well-being (Kenyon & Carter, 2011). 

However, the majority of these studies are with adolescents and thus, overlook ethnic 

identity development as a lifelong process.  

In light of the 1) limited empirical research on the associations between ethnic 

identity and cultural representations, and 2) the potential implications of ethnic identity 

exploration and commitment on the cultural representations Native peoples engage with 

and how they do so, it is important to measure ethnic identity in the present study. 

Indeed, Phinney’s (1992) measure of ethnic identity has been increasingly used with 

narrative models of identity (Syed & Azmitia, 2008, 2010) to capture nuanced accounts 

of the developmental processes involved in identity formation (Hammack, 2015). 

Undoubtedly, this is an important next step in the cultural representation literature to gain 

a deeper understanding of the processes of identity formation among Native peoples 

when engaging with cultural phenomena in their environment. 

Racial Regard and Centrality 

 Racial regard and centrality are concepts closely related to ethnic identity and are 

often considered facets of ethnic-racial identity (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). There are 

two dimensions to racial regard that are discussed in the ethnic identity literature. The 

first captures the extent to which individuals feel positive or negative towards their ethnic 

group (Rivas Drake et al., 2014b), known as private regard (Sellers et al., 1998). Other 

studies refer to this phenomena as group esteem, affirmation, pride, and positive ethnic-

racial affect (Rivas Drake et al., 2014b). Research has demonstrated stronger ethnic 



 29 

identity is related to higher scores on private regard (Yip et al., 2006), though this does 

not necessarily mean individuals are adapting better, as this interaction has been shown to 

be context specific (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2012). On the other hand, public regard 

captures the extent to which individuals’ think others perceive their ethnic group as 

positive or negative (Sellers et al., 1998). Research has shown that high public regard can 

serve as a buffer for adverse outcomes (Sellers et al., 2006), and that low public regard 

can be an outcome of perceived discrimination (Seaton et al., 2009).  

The relationship between private and public regard differs by ethnicity (Umaña-

Taylor et al., 2014); however, these constructs have received little attention in research 

among Native peoples. In the cultural representation literature, both dimensions of racial 

regard have been captured through the adjacent concepts of community worth (Fryberg et 

al., 2008) and community efficacy (Adams et al., 2006) in studies examining Native 

identity. For instance, Fryberg et al (2008) found that Native adolescents primed with 

Chief Wahoo, Chief Illinwek, and Pochahontas images reported lower community worth. 

Additional findings from Adams et al (2006) suggest that stronger ethnic identity is 

related to increased community efficacy. Indeed, both private and public regard could 

highlight if Native peoples engage with representations as a function of their ethnic-racial 

affect, thereby influencing their identity formation.  

 Another important facet of ethnic identity is centrality, which refers to the degree 

to which individuals consider their ethnicity important to their sense of self (Sellers et al., 

1998). Centrality is a key dimension of ethnic identity and has been associated with 

increases in private regard and ethnic identity exploration among adolescents (Kiang et 

al., 2010). Moreover, high scores on centrality are often related to high scores on ethnic 
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identity exploration and commitment (Yip et al., 2006). Importantly, centrality has been 

examined in narrative models of ethnic identity development, with findings that suggest 

emerging adults with high ethnic identity exploration and commitment scores tell stories 

about feeling connected to their ethnicity (Syed & Azmitia, 2010). Though there have 

been few quantitative studies that measure centrality with samples of Native peoples, this 

dimension of ethnic identity could influence the cultural representations Native peoples 

talk about in their stories.  

Psychological Well-Being and Distress  

While the aforementioned psychological constructs have potential implications 

for the cultural representations Native peoples describe and how they engage with them 

during identity formation, they also have implications for well-being and distress. As 

mentioned earlier, historical trauma is generally associated with adverse health outcomes 

and the historical trauma response (Gone et al., 2019), whereas enculturation is a 

potential protective factor for poor adjustment (Zimmerman et al., 1996). Additionally, 

the aforementioned dimensions of ethnic identity are associated variably with well-being 

and distress (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014b). For instance, reviews of the literature 

demonstrate ethnic identity exploration is associated with increased self-esteem, 

decreased depressive symptoms; centrality is associated with prosocial behavior and 

positive relationships; private regard is associated with increased self-esteem, prosocial 

behavior, and decreased depressive symptoms; and public regard is associated with 

decreased somatic symptoms (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014a). Given that these associations 

are consistent with findings from narrative models of identity development and have been 

implicated through other measures of the self in the cultural representations literature 
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(e.g., Fryberg & Markus, 2003; Fryberg et al., 2008), it is important to include measures 

of well-being and distress to fully explicate these relationships.  

Summary of Limitations 

At present, there are several limitations in the psychological literature on cultural 

representations among Native peoples. To date, empirical studies on cultural 

representations take a top-down approach to studying media representations among 

Native adolescents living on or near reservations in academic settings. Not only does this 

research neglect the range of cultural representations Native peoples engage with during 

identity development, but it also overlooks the diverse experiences urban Native peoples 

may have with cultural representations. While much of the aforementioned theoretical 

work implicating representations in identity formation highlights a wide range of cultural 

phenomena salient in the environments Native peoples interact with, the focus of 

empirical studies remains on media representations in academic contexts with samples 

from or near reservations (Fryberg et al., 2008). To expand the psychological literature, it 

is important to take a bottom-up approach examining the content of cultural 

representations that are salient to Native peoples and to extend the work to Native 

peoples living in the urban environments they inhabit to gain a deeper understanding of 

the role of cultural representations on development. This is addressed through the first 

research question.  

Additionally, empirical studies on cultural representations overlook the processes 

through which Native peoples engage with cultural representations when constructing 

their individual identities. Most of these studies use priming methods, which measures 

the effect of viewing media representations on identity-related outcomes like esteem 
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(Fryberg et al., 2008), self-understanding (Leavitt et al., 2015), belonging (Covarrubias & 

Fryberg, 2015), and future possibilities (Fryberg & Markus, 2003). Despite the promise 

of narrative methods and storytelling strategies to explore and capture the role of cultural 

representations in identity development, few have been used in psychological research 

with Native peoples, and more specifically, urban Native peoples. This limitation is 

addressed in the second research question.  

Lastly, the research on cultural representations neglects well-known constructs 

from cultural psychology that are potentially related to Native peoples’ self-

understanding and identity development, and that have not been further explicated in 

Native peoples residing in urban areas. These psychological constructs include historical 

trauma, enculturation, ethnic identity, racial regard, centrality, psychological well-being, 

and psychological distress. Exploring these constructs will also add richness and depth to 

the psychological literature’s understanding of cultural representations among urban 

Native peoples. This is addressed through the third and final research question.  

The Present Study  

 To summarize, the present study is guided by the following research questions: 

Research Question 1: What Cultural Representations are Present in Narratives of 

Urban Native Peoples? 

 This question examines the cultural representations that are present in urban 

Native peoples’ digital story narratives. As mentioned above, research examining cultural 

representations of Native peoples has focused on media representations among Native 

adolescents, from or near reservations, in educational contexts. Given that this research 

has taken a top-down approach, researchers have presumed which representations are 
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most salient to Native peoples in particular contexts, rather than querying the 

representations that are central to Native peoples in the various environments they 

interact with over the course of their development, including urban areas. Through IESM, 

the master narrative model of identity development, and DST methodologies, this 

question seeks to uncover the different types of cultural representations Native peoples 

engage with across their environments. In other words, this question will query for the 

content of cultural representations. 

Research Question 2: How do Urban Native Peoples Internalize and Resist the 

Aforementioned Cultural Representations? 

This question addresses a major limitation in the literature, that is, the 

psychological processes through which individuals negotiate with cultural representations 

and integrate cultural representations into their individual identities. With the master 

narrative model of identity development and DST methodologies, this question sheds 

light on how individuals internalize, challenge, or resist the structural elements of cultural 

representations. Simply put, this is a question of process that will be uncovered by 

focusing on the extent to which individuals refer to master or alternative narratives 

(McLean et al., 2016). Consequently, this question will examine participants’ degree of 

elaboration of master narratives and alternative narratives, as well as other narrative 

processes central to identity development like meaning making.  

Research Question 3: How do Well-Known Cultural Psychology Constructs Relate to 

Cultural Representations and Narrative Processes? 

 This question examines associations between 1) well-known identity-related 

constructs from the cultural psychology literature, 2) the content of cultural 
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representations, and 3) narrative processes. Specific psychological constructs include 

ethnic identity, historical trauma, centrality, enculturation, regard, psychological well-

being, and psychological distress. The relationship between each of these variables and 

cultural representations and narrative processes will be examined. Of particular interest is 

the historical trauma construct to assess the impact of disruptions in culture on 

representations and identity formation. Of additional interest is assessing whether ethnic 

identity, degree of cultural involvement, feelings towards one’s social group or perceived 

feelings of others, and well-being are related to cultural representations and the processes 

individuals engage with them.  

Although this question is intended to explore associations with constructs 

neglected in the research on cultural representations that have potential implications for 

identity development, there are some hypotheses that can be drawn from the literature. It 

is expected that ethnic identity will be associated with cultural representations (Syed & 

Azmitia, 2010). Specifically, it is expected that higher scores on the ethnic identity 

subscales will be associated with “positive” cultural representations, and lower scores on 

the ethnic identity subscales will be associated with “negative” representations. 

Moreover, it is expected that ethnic identity will be positively associated with well-being 

(Phinney & Ong, 2007) and historical loss (Whitbeck et al. 2004a). Lastly, it is expected 

that historical loss will be negatively associated with well-being, and that enculturation 

will be positively associated with well-being and historical loss (Whitbeck et al., 2004b). 

However, the remainder of the associations remain exploratory.  

Method 

Study Design: Digital Storytelling Workshop 
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I adapted a DST workshop for the present study from Immigrant Stories 

(https://immigrantstories.umn.edu/). Immigrant Stories is a well established DST project 

that captures digital stories of modern day migration. It was first launched in 2013 by the 

Immigration History Research Center (IHRC) at the University of Minnesota. The project 

aims to build a digital archive of and increase accessibility to historic materials on 

migration to preserve for the future. Immigrant Stories teaches participants how to create 

a digital story about a migration experience by writing an original narrative, recording 

and editing an audio voiceover of it, and using digital media to create a 3-5 minute digital 

story. The digital archive includes more than 300 digital stories from over 50 

international communities. I was a research assistant on Immigrant Stories from 2017 to 

2019; knowledge and experience from which was used to create and implement the DST 

project for the present study, which is described below. 

OrigiNatives 

In 2018, I established the Native American Digital Storytelling Project as a part of 

the present study, which was later renamed OrigiNatives. OrigiNatives is a mobile, DST 

project that hosts DST workshops through partnerships with Native-serving 

organizations. OrigiNatives is a play on the word originative, which means “having the 

ability to originate: creative” and refers to the beginning (Merriam-Webster, 2020). The 

name OrigiNatives signifies that it is a Native-centered DST project that gives voice to 

original and authentic digital stories from the original peoples of the U.S. (Duran, 2019). 

When I adapted Immigrant Stories for OrigiNatives, the two- and three-day workshop 

schedules from Immigrant Stories were identified as a potential barrier for participants 

and organizations due to the resources that both parties would have to expend to make a 
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multiple day workshop feasible. As a result, OrigiNatives was adapted into a one-day (8-

hour) workshop (see Appendix A for the OrigiNatives’ Workshop Guide and Appendix B 

for the OrigiNatives’ Step-By-Step Research Protocol).  

To make a one-day workshop feasible, a major adaptation included having 

participants draft their narrative for their digital story in advance, which they did when 

they responded to the story prompts included in the questionnaire (elaborated on below). 

Thus, during the first half of the workshop, participants 1) finalized their digital story 

narrative from their responses to the story prompts and 2) recorded and edited an audio 

voiceover of the narrative. In the second half of the workshop, participants 3) combined 

their voiceover narrative with pictures, videos, and music and produced their final digital 

story, and 4) shared their final digital story. OrigiNatives workshops began with the use 

of traditional medicines (i.e., sage, cedar) and were available for participants to use as 

needed. Workshops also opened and closed with a talking circle for participants to share 

and process their experiences. All of the necessary equipment was provided for 

participants to create their digital story. At each workshop, there were 1-2 research 

assistants on-site to assist participants. The author facilitated 22 digital storytelling 

workshops for the present study. Participants ranged from 2-8 per workshop. The author 

had four individual sessions with one participant who was unable to attend a workshop, 

two participants who were elders, and one participant who arrived late to a workshop and 

wanted to finish his digital story.  

Community Partnerships 

OrigiNatives workshops occurred through partnerships with Native-serving 

organizations in Minneapolis, Saint Paul, and Duluth. The role of organizations was to 
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provide a space in the local communities where I could host OrigiNatives workshops for 

participants to attend. The author partnered with a total of 11 organizations. Seven were 

non-profit organizations and three were public schools, colleges, or universities. The 

author had an ongoing partnership with the Minneapolis American Indian Center in 

Minneapolis, which served as the main site of OrigiNatives workshops. The author 

developed additional partnerships over the course of the present study through social 

networking and word of mouth. Organizations included the Little Earth Youth 

Development Center, the American Indian Cancer Foundation, the Indigenous People’s 

Task Force, the Takoda Institute, the Division of Indian Work, the American Indian 

Student Cultural Center, and Minneapolis College in Minneapolis, Elder’s Lodge and the 

American Indian Family Center in St. Paul, and the American Indian Community 

Housing Organization in Duluth.  

Participants 

Participants were 73 Native peoples from Minneapolis, St. Paul, and Duluth, MN, 

which includes one of the nation’s largest and most heterogeneous urban Native 

populations. Despite literature that suggests Native peoples do not live in clusters in 

urban areas (Urban Indian Health Institute, 2012), there are large clusters across 

Minneapolis, St. Paul, and Duluth. Participants represented 33 different tribal 

communities and affiliations (see Table 1). Tribal communities and affiliations were 

determined based on responses to an open-ended question (“What is your tribal 

affiliation?”). The majority of the sample identified as female (69.6%), had an associate’s 

degree, bachelor’s degree, or its equivalent (54.8%), and was employed full-time 



 38 

(54.2%). Participants ranged in age from 19 to 80 (M = 45.91, SD = 16.74; see Table 2 

for participant demographics and descriptive statistics). 

Data Collection Procedure 

 The present study occurred between June 2018 and March 2019 in Minneapolis, 

St. Paul, and Duluth. Participating involved 1) completing an omnibus questionnaire 

including measures of demographics, enculturation, ethnic centrality, historical trauma, 

racial regard, ethnic identity, psychological well-being, psychological distress, and open-

ended story prompts, and 2) attending an OrigiNatives’ workshop to create a digital story. 

The university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved all study protocol and 

procedures.  

Participant Recruitment 

 Individuals were recruited to participate in the present study through 1) flyers 

distributed to Native-serving businesses and organizations in Minneapolis, St. Paul, and 

Duluth, 2) flyers distributed through the Minnesota Indian Affairs electronic listserve, 3) 

partnerships with 11 Native-serving organizations, and 4) word of mouth. Flyers included 

information about the present study, compensation information, eligibility criteria, an 

electronic link to a screening questionnaire on Qualtrics, and the author’s contact 

information. Compensation for participating in the present study included a $20 gift card 

for completing the questionnaire before attending the OrigiNatives’ workshop, a $20 gift 

card for attending the OrigiNatives’ workshop and creating a digital story, lunch at the 

workshop, and a USB flash drive to store their digital story. Individuals were eligible to 

participate who 1) self-identified as Native American, American Indian, First Nations, or  
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Table 1 
Participants’ Self-Identified Tribal Communities or Affiliations in Alphabetical Order 
 
Tribal Communities or Affiliations  Participants 

(n) 
Alaska Native   
        Tlingit and Haida  1 
First Nations   
        Beardy's and Okemasis Cree Nation  1 
Native American   
        Bois Forte Band of Ojibwe  7 
        Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe  1 
        Chickasaw Nation  2 
        Diné  2 
        Fond du Lac Band of Lake Superior Chippewa  6 
        Grand Portage Band of Lake Superior Chippewa  3 
        Hocąk/Ho-Chunk Nation  1 
        Lac Courte Oreilles Ojibwe  1 
        Lakota  1 
        Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe  2 
        Lower Brule Sioux  2 
        Oglala Lakota/Oglala Sioux  2 
        Ojibwe  1 
        Oneida/Oneida Nation of Wisconsin  1 
        Quechan Tribe  1 
        Red Cliff Band of Lake Superior Chippewa  2 
        Red Lake Band of Ojibwe  10 
        Rosebud Sioux/Sicangu Lakota  1 
        Seneca Nation  2 
        Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate/Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux Tribe  1 
        Turtle Mountain Band of Ojibwe  2 
        White Earth Band of Ojibwe  10 
Multiple tribal communities or affiliations   
        Dakota and Ojibwe  1 
        Gros Ventre, Cheyenne, and Ojibwe  1 
        Lakota Oohenunpa and Oglala Lakota  1 
        Menominee and Navajo  1 
        Menominee and Potawatomi  1 
        Metis and Sault Ste. Marie Ojibwe  1 
        Oglala Lakota Sioux and Kule Wicasa Sioux  1 
        Oneida Nation of Wisconsin and Stockbridge-Munsee   1 
        White Earth Ojibwe and Winnebago  1 
Unknown/Preferred not to disclose   1 
Note. Categories reflect the language participants used to describe their tribal 
affiliation(s). Some tribal categories may be similar to one another; however, categories 
reflect participants’ language and thus, may appear separate on this list.   
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Table 2 
Participant Demographics and Descriptive Statistics 
 
Demographics  n % 
Gender     
        Female  51 69.6% 
        Male  17 23.3% 
        Two Spirit  4 5.5% 
        Other  1 1.4% 
Level of Education    
        Some High School  1 1.4% 
        High School Degree or Equivalent  18 24.7% 
        Associate’s Degree or Equivalent  20 27.4% 
        Bachelor’s Degree  20 27.4% 
        Master’s Degree  10 13.7% 
        Doctoral or Professional Degree  4 5.5% 
Source of Income    
        Full Time Employment  39 54.2% 
        Part Time Employment  13 18.1% 
        Pension  1 1.4% 
        Public Assistance  3 4.2% 
        Social Security Income/Disability  4 5.6% 
        Unemployment Benefits  1 1.4% 
        +1 Source of Income  11 15.1% 
Age in Years    
        18–29  14 19.2% 
        30–39  20 27.4% 
        40–49  10 13.7% 
        50–59  9 12.3% 
        60–69  12 16.4% 
        70+  8 11% 
             M  45.91  
             SD  16.74  
             Range  19–80  
Narrative Source    
        Family Story  18 25% 
        Personal Story  54 75% 
Narrative Topic    
        Family  15 20.8% 
        Growth  21 29.2% 
        Identity & Place in Society  36 50% 
        Cultural Object  -- -- 
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Alaska Native, 2) had present or past affiliations with Minneapolis, St. Paul, and Duluth, 

and 3) were ≥ 18-years old. 

Participant Onboarding  

 The author onboarded eligible participants through phone or email. Onboarding 

procedures included 1) verbally reviewing the consent form with participants, 2) 

scheduling participants to attend an 8-hour OrigiNatives’ workshop, 3) informing 

participants to complete the questionnaire before the OrigiNatives’ workshop, 4) 

informing participants to gather media to bring to the OrigiNatives’ workshop for their 

digital story, and 5) reviewing compensation information (see Appendix B for 

OrigiNatives’ Step-By-Step Research Protocol for additional details).  

One-hundred sixty-three individuals were screened to participate in the present 

study and 162 were deemed eligible. The author onboarded 133 participants. Of this, 77 

participants completed the questionnaire and attended the OrigiNatives’ workshop. 

Seventy-five participants completed their digital story during the OrigiNatives’ 

workshop. Two participants did not complete their digital story and did not return to an 

OrigiNatives’ workshop to finish them. An additional two participants were excluded 

from the present study as one identified as Indigenous to Mexico and another as 

Indigenous to Sweden (Sámi). Sixty-seven participants chose to share the copyright of 

their final digital story with the author (see Appendix C for Narrative Transcripts from 

Digital Stories 1-67).  

Questionnaire 

 Participants responded to the questionnaire described below. Ninety-six percent (n 

= 70) of participants completed the questionnaire via Qualtrics, while 4% (n = 3) 
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completed a paper questionnaire. Paper questionnaires were entered into Qualtrics 

manually by two research assistants.  

Demographics. Participants responded to multiple choice questions about their 

age, gender, highest level of education, and source of income. Participants also responded 

to an open-ended question about their tribal affiliation(s). 

Enculturation. Enculturation measured participants’ embeddedness in Native 

American and White culture. Participants responded to Whitbeck et al’s (2004b) adapted 

version of the Cultural Identification Measure (Oetting & Beauvais, 1990-1991). 

Participants responded to four questions that assessed their degree of involvement in 

Native American and White culture. A sample item included “How much does your 

family do special things together that are based on [Native American/White] culture?” 

Participants responded to items on a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (none) to 4 

(a lot). Participants responded twice to each question for Native American culture and 

White culture. Subscale scores were determined by calculating the mean of the items. 

The measure has demonstrated good reliability (Venner et al., 2006), which was true in 

the present sample (ɑ = .83 for the Native American subscale, ɑ = .88 for the White 

subscale). 

Ethnic Centrality. Ethnic centrality measured the importance of ethnic group 

membership to participants’ self-understanding (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014a). Participants 

responded to the following one item measure of ethnic centrality: “How important is your 

ethnic background to your sense of who you are, your identity?” Participants responded 

on a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (a lot). This measure has 

demonstrated convergent validity in previous research (Syed & Azmitia, 2008).  
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Historical Trauma. Participants responded to the Historical Loss Scale (HLS) 

and the Historical Loss Associated Symptoms Scale (HLASS; Whitbeck et al., 2004a) as 

measures of IHT. For the HLS, participants responded to twelve items indicating how 

often they think of historical losses. Sample items included “Loss of our land” and “The 

loss of trust in Whites from broken treaties.” Participants responded on a 6-point Likert-

type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (several times a day). For the HLASS, participants 

responded to twelve items indicating the extent they experience psychological symptoms 

associated with historical losses. Sample items included “Sadness or depression” and 

“Shame when you think of these losses.” Participants responded on a 5-point Likert-type 

scale ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Always). As noted by Gone et al (2019), there are no 

interpretation guidelines for the HLS and HLASS, which was intended to promote 

researcher customization. For the present study, the author calculated the mean for each 

scale. The HLS and HLASS have demonstrated good internal reliability (Whitbeck et al., 

2004b), which was found in the present sample (ɑ = .92 for the HLS, ɑ = .91 for the 

HLASS).  

Racial Regard. Racial regard measured positive and negative feelings about 

participants’ group membership, including private and public regard. This was captured 

with an adaptation of the Regard subscale of the Multidimensional Inventory of Black 

Identity (MIBI; Sellers et al., 1998; Sellers et al., 1997). Private regard  - participants’ 

positive and negative feelings about their group membership - was measured with six 

items. Sample items included “I feel good about Native American people.” Public regard 

- others positive and negative feelings about participants’ group membership - was 

measured with six items. Sample items included “Overall, Native Americans are 
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considered good by others.” Items reflected Native American group members instead of 

African American. Participants responded to items on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). With African American participants, this 

subscale has demonstrated to be a reliable measure of regard (Scottham et al., 2008), 

though it has not been used with Native peoples. Cronbach’s alpha was .81 for private 

regard and .85 for public regard in the present sample.  

Ethnic Identity. Ethnic identity exploration and commitment - two facets of 

ethnic identity - were assessed with the revised 12-item version of the Multigroup Ethnic 

Identity Measure (MEIM; Phinney, 1992; Roberts et al., 1999). Participants responded to 

five items for the exploration subscale, and seven items for the commitment subscale. 

Sample items included “I think a lot about how my life will be affected by my ethnic 

group membership” for the exploration subscale, and “I have a strong sense of belonging 

to my own ethnic group” for the commitment subscale. Participants responded to items 

on a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). 

The MEIM is used extensively in ethnic identity research and has demonstrated good 

reliability and validity (Roberts et al., 1999). Cronbach’s alpha was .69 for the 

exploration subscale and .86 for the commitment subscale in the present sample. 

Psychological Well-Being. Participants responded to the Satisfaction with Life 

Scale (SWLS) as a measure of general life satisfaction (Diener et al., 1985). Participants 

responded to five items measuring life satisfaction on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items included “In most ways, 

my life is close to ideal” and “So far I have gotten the important things I want in life.” 

The SWLS is a widely used measure of subjective well-being. It has demonstrated good 
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test-retest reliability and internal consistency(Pavot & Diener, 2008), which was similar 

in the present sample (ɑ = .84).  

Psychological Distress. The Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K6) measured 

non-specific psychological distress (Kessler et al., 2002). Participants indicated the 

frequency they experienced six psychological distress symptoms in the past 30 days. 

Sample items included “nervous?” and “so depressed that nothing could cheer you up?” 

Participants responded on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (none of the time) to 

5 (all of the time). The K6 has demonstrated construct and discriminant validity 

(Sunderland et al., 2011) and excellent internal consistency (Kessler et al., 2002). 

Cronbach’s alpha was .75 in the present sample. 

Story Prompts. Participants responded to open-ended story prompts. First, 

participants indicated whether they were sharing their own story or their family’s story. 

Second, participants selected one of four story prompts including a story about 1) growth, 

2) family, 3) a cultural object, and 4) identity and place in society. Participants’ responses 

to the story prompts were used as a draft for their digital story narrative, which were 

finalized during the OrigiNatives’ workshop. Participants were encouraged to write 

thoughtful responses to the story prompts that totaled between 300-500 words. Most 

participants chose to share a personal story (75%) about their identity and place in society 

(50%) for their digital story narrative. Story prompts were adapted from the story 

prompts used for Immigrant Stories (see Appendix D for the questionnaire and story 

prompts).  

Data Analysis Procedure  
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 Before expanding on the data analysis procedures for the three research questions 

that guide the present study, it is important to note that all analyses occurred at the 

narrative level. That is, analyses focused on participants’ final digital storytelling 

narratives (i.e., the text they used to create their digital stories with), which were rich and 

descriptive first-person accounts as a result of the OrigiNatives’ workshops. Thus, the 

present study does not include analyses of the media (i.e., images, video, music, graphics) 

participants used in their digital stories. However, this will be an important area of future 

research and is elaborated on in the general discussion.  

Research Question 1: What Cultural Representations are Present in Narratives of 

Urban Native Peoples? 

 A comprehensive, bottom-up analysis of ecological systems and the cultural 

representations within them occurred through the following three-tier coding system 

across participants’ final digital story narratives. The three-tier coding system adhered to 

here is a nested coding system. Tier I is the broadest level of examination, in which Tier 

II analyses are nested, and subsequently, Tier III (see Figure 2 for a corresponding 

illustration of three-tier coding system). First, Tier I identified environments important to 

participants’ development and the extent to which these environments figured into 

participants’ narratives. Environments included micro-, meso-, and exosystems (i.e., the  

“where” of participants general development). Second, Tier II identified the extent to 

which and how historical and cultural phenomena figured into these environments (i.e., 

“to what extent” and “how” participants are provided with historical and cultural contexts 

of development). Third, Tier III identified the qualities and characteristics of historical 

and cultural phenomena in these environments (i.e., the “what” of historical and cultural
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Figure 2 
Illustration of Bottom-Up Three-Tier Coding System With Arrows Indicating Coding is Carried Over From Each Tier   

 

 

Tier I: Microsystems, Mesosystems, & Exosystems in Narratives (“What environments do participants discuss in their  
narratives and to what extent?” 
Frequency 
Important and distinct environments in 
participants’ narratives were identified, 
counted, and categorized as micro-, 
meso-, or exosystems.  
Salience 
Micro-, meso-, and exosystem 
categories were coded on a 4-point 
scale: 
0 = Not present in narrative 
1 = Figures slightly into narrative 
2 = Figures moderately into    
       narrative 
3 = Figures prominently into  
       narrative 

Tier II: Chrionosystems & Macrosystems (“To what extent and how does history 
and culture figure into these environments?”) 

Salience 
Micro-, meso-, and exosystem 
categories were coded for the extent to 
which history and culture figures into 
them on a 4-point scale: 
0 = Does not figure into system 
1 = Figures slightly into system 
2 = Figures moderately into system 
3 = Figures prominently into system 
Type 
A follow-up code was rendered for 
categories with a salience of ≥ 1 to 
assess how history and culture figures 
into them: 
-1 = Figures into system through its 
absence  
0 = Figures variably into system 
through both its absence and presence 
1 = Figures system through its presence 

Tier III: Chronosystems & Macrosystems 
Representations (“’What’ is the history 
and culture in these environments?”) 
History and Culture Content 
With thematic analysis, history and 
culture content coding categories were 
created for examining the “history” and 
“culture” in the micro-, meso-, and 
exosystems in participants’ narratives. 
History 
Micro-, meso-, and exosystems were 
coded for the presence or absence of 
four major history themes 
Culture 
Micro-, meso-, and exosystems were 
coded for the presence or absence of 32 
culture subthemes  
Representations 
If a history or culture theme was 
present, a follow-up code was rendered 
to determine if that theme included 
representation: 
0 = Representation absent 
1 = Representation present  
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contexts of development). This tiered coding system allowed for an empirical 

examination of the shared understandings of historical and cultural phenomena that 

influences the development of Native peoples through their presence and absence in the 

environments individuals interact with. 

The author and a research assistant reliably coded digital story narratives 

according to each tier described below. The author and research assistant identify as 

Native American women. The author is from the Tuscarora Nation of the Haudenosaunee 

Confederacy of New York, while the research assistant is Anishinaabe from the Turtle 

Mountain Band of Ojibwe in North Dakota. Both the author and research assistant have 

lived in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area for the past six and seven years, respectively, and 

have strong connections to the local urban Native community. The author and research 

assistant’s positionality were considered within a constructionist paradigm when 

examining the data for Research Question 1, informing assumptions and interpretations 

made about participant responses. The author was the master coder and coded the entire 

sample, while the research assistant was the reliability coder and coded a minimum of 

20% of the sample to establish reliability for each tier of coding, known as the gold 

standard (Syed & Nelson, 2015). 

Tier I: Microsystem, Mesosystem, and Exosystem Frequency and Salience. 

To capture this, digital story narratives were first coded for the frequency of important 

and distinct microsystems, mesosystems, and exosystems. For the former, systems were 

counted if participants ascribed subjective importance to systems. This was demonstrated 

by participants elaborating on, unpacking, or providing details about systems in their 

digital story narrative. For the latter, multiple types of microsystems, mesosystems, and 
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exosystems were counted as long as systems were distinct from one another (e.g., if a 

parent is mentioned several times in a story, it is counted as one microsystem). This 

resulted in the number of micro-, meso-, and exosystems that would be analyzed further 

across the digital story narratives.  

 Once distinct and important microsystems, mesosystems, and exosystems were 

identified and categorized into one of these three systems across digital story narratives, 

the salience of each system in a given narrative was examined (e.g., all of the 

microsystems in a narrative). This was captured on a 4-point scale, where a 0 indicated 

that a system does not figure into the narrative (e.g., the system is completely absent). A 

1 indicated that a system figured slightly into the narrative. A 2 indicated a system 

figured moderately into the narrative, and a 3 indicated a system figured prominently into 

the narrative. This provided information about the portion of digital story narratives that 

are dedicated to the micro-, meso-, and exosystems that participants ascribed importance 

to; codes which were later used to create story profiles and story profile figures.  

 Reliability. Intraclass correlations (ICCs) are recommended for establishing 

reliability for continuous and ordinal data (Syed & Nelson, 2015). Values between .75 to 

.80 are considered the threshold for acceptable levels of agreement (Cicchetti, 1994; 

Orwin, 1994). ICCs were calculated for the frequency and salience of micro-, meso-, and 

exosystems in the digital story narratives. ICCs ranged from .78 to .82 for frequency and 

.74 to .92 for salience (see Table 3 for Tier I reliability coefficients).  

 Tier II: Chronosystem and Macrosystem Salience and Type. After the 

frequency and salience of micro-, meso-, and exosystems were coded for in the digital 

story narratives, the salience of chronosystems (i.e., history) and macrosystems (ie., 



 50 

culture) was examined in each of the micro-, meso-, and ecosystems identified in Tier I. 

As depicted in Figure 2, Tier II coding was nested into Tier I coding. This was captured 

on a 4-point scale. A 0 indicated that history or culture does not figure into the micro-, 

meso-, or exosystem (i.e., history or culture is not talked about in any of the systems 

identified in a given system). A 1 indicated that history or culture figured slightly into 

micro-, meso-, or exosystems (i.e., history or culture is talked about in a minimal amount 

of the systems identified in a given system). A 2 indicated that history or culture figured 

moderately into micro-, meso-, or exosystems (i.e., history or culture is talked about in a 

moderate amount of the systems identified in a given system, but not all). A 3 indicated 

that history or culture figured prominently into micro-, meso-, or exosystems (i.e., history 

or culture is talked about in almost all or all of the systems identified in a given system).  

 Once the extent to which history and culture figured into micro-, meso-, or 

exosystems was determined (i.e., salience), how history and culture figured into these 

systems was coded for. Specifically, this code assessed if history and culture figured into 

micro-, meso-, or exosystems through their absence, presence, or both. If the code for 

history and culture salience was ≥ 1 for a given system, a follow-up code was rendered 

on a 3-point scale that captured how participants’ talked about history and culture in the  

micro-, meso-, or exosystems identified in their digital story narrative. A -1 indicated 

history or culture figured into micro-, meso-, or exosystems through the absence or lack 

of history or culture in systems. A 1 indicated history or culture figured into micro-, 

meso-, or exosystems through the presence of history or culture in systems, and a 0 

indicated history or culture figured variably into micro-, meso-, or exosystems through  
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Table 3 
Descriptive Statistics and Intraclass Correlation Coefficients (ICC) of the Frequency and 
Salience (Tier I) of Micro-, Meso-, and Exosystems Coded for in Digital Story Narratives 
 
System 

 Frequency  
M (SD) 

 
ICC (%) 

Salience 
M (SD) 

 
ICC (%) 

Microsystem   3.68 (1.88) .82 (20%) 2.21 (.90) .82 (41%) 

Mesosytem  .53 (.71) .78 (20%) .42 (.50) .92 (20%) 

Exosystem  2.04 (1.17) .79 (20%) 1.56 (.80) .74 (49%) 
Note. The percentages in parentheses reflect the proportion of narratives coded for 
reliability. For Tier I, frequency was first determined by counting the number of systems 
present in participants’ digital story narratives, then the salience of those systems in 
participants’ digital story narratives was determined on a 0–3 scale (0 = System does not 
figure in their story, 1 = System figures slightly in their story, 2 = System figures 
moderately in their story, 3 = System figures prominently in their story). 
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both the absence and presence of culture and history in systems (see Appendix E for a 

detailed coding manual for Tiers I and II). 

Reliability. ICCs were calculated for the salience of chronosystems (i.e., history) 

and macrosystems (i.e., culture) in the micro-, meso-, and exosystems coded for in Tier I. 

ICCs ranged from .85 to 1.00 for history salience in the micro-, meso-, and exosystems 

and .76 to 1.00 for culture salience in the micro-, meso-, and exosystems, indicating 

acceptable levels of agreement. ICCs were also calculated for the type of interaction 

between history and culture and the systems they were identified as salient in. ICCs 

ranged from .71 to 1.00 for how history figured into micro-, meso-, and exosystems and 

.85 to 1.00 for how culture figured into micro-, meso-, and exosystems (see Table 4 for 

Tier II reliability coefficients).  

 Tier III: Chronosystem, Macrosystem Representations. Up to this point, the 

coding system for Tier I and II was theoretically-driven by IESM. The Tier I coding 

system identified micro-, meso-, and exosystems in digital story narratives. Then the Tier 

II coding system examined both the extent to which and how these systems incorporated 

historical and cultural content. Tier III focused on examining the subject matter of the 

historical and cultural content in the micro-, meso-, and exosystems. This process was 

guided by inductive thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a rigorous method for 

pinpointing and examining patterns of themes in qualitative data; in inductive thematic 

analysis, these themes are data-driven (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

The six phases of thematic analysis were carried out on split samples of the digital 

story narratives that were randomly assigned to the author and research assistant. First, 
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Table 4 
Descriptive Statistics and Intraclass Correlation Coefficients (ICC) of the Salience of Chronosystems and Macrosystems in  
the Micro-, Meso-, and Exosystems in Digital Story Narratives, and the Type of Interaction Between Systems (Tier II) 
  Microsystem  Mesosystem  Exosystem 
 
System 

 M (SD)  ICC (%)  M (SD)  ICC (%)  M (SD)  ICC (%) 
Chronosystem (History)  1.04 (1.05)  .92 (20%)  .30 (.88)  1.00 (20%)  1.36 (1.26)  .85 (20%) 
     Type  .86 (.35)  .71 (20%)  .60 (.55)  1.00 (20%)  .78 (.47)  .85 (20%) 
Macrosystem (Culture)  2.49 (.94)  .98 (20%)  .60 (1.18)  1.00 (20%)  2.60 (.91)  .76 (20%) 
     Type  .54 (.50)  .85 (20%)  .94 (.25)  1.00 (20%)  .58 (.50)  .86 (31%) 
Note. The percentages in parentheses reflect the proportion of narratives coded for reliability. For Tier II of coding, salience of 
chronosystems and macrosystems in the micro-, meso-, and exosystems previously coded for was determined on a 0–3 scale (0 = 
History/Culture does not figure into system, 1 = History/Culture figures slightly into system, 2 = History/Culture figures moderately 
into system, 3 = History/Culture figures prominently into system). Then a code type was rendered to determine how History/Culture 
figured into a given system on a on a -1–1 scale (-1 = Negative; History/Culture figures into system through the absence or lack of 
History/Culture in system, 0 = Mixed; History/Culture figures variably into system through both the absence and presence of 
History/Culture, 1 = Positive; History/Culture figures into system through the presence of any form of History/Culture for better or 
worse). 
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the author and research assistant became acquainted with the data by reading the digital 

story narratives and taking notes about historical and cultural content. Second, brief 

phrases were applied to digital story narratives to generate initial codes. Third, initial 

codes were collated into categories based on similarities. The author independently 

developed four preliminary themes for history content and 12 for culture content, and the 

research assistant developed three for history content and 12 for culture content. The 

author’s and research assistant’s preliminary themes were reconciled and consolidated to 

create a master preliminary list of themes for history and culture content. The final 

preliminary themes included five major themes for history content, and eight major 

themes and 32 sub-themes for culture content.  

Fourth, the author and research assistant reviewed major themes and sub-themes 

by coding for themes in the micro-, meso-, and exosystems that were historically and 

culturally salient in the digital story narratives to ensure their relevance and accuracy. For 

history, coding occurred at the level of major themes, since there were no sub-themes. 

For culture, coding occurred at the level of sub-themes to be as specific as possible, 

which were summed to create major theme totals. Coding occurred on a 2-point scale 

where a 0 indicated the theme was not present and a 1 indicated the theme was present. 

Fifth, the author refined and defined major themes and sub-themes to ensure that the 

themes could be reliably applied to the data.  

Thematic analysis resulted in a total of three major themes for history including 

Historical Trauma, Family & Ancestors, and Historical Context. An additional major 

theme (Other) was added to capture historical phenomena not included in the 

aforementioned major themes for a final total of four major themes. For culture, there 
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were seven major themes (two of which were interrelated) and 26 sub-themes. Major 

themes were as follows with sub-themes in parentheses: Religion & Spirituality 

(Christianity; Sacred Medicines; Ceremonies & Rituals), Systems & Institutions 

(Government, Policies & Laws; Internalized Oppression and Lateral Violence; Racism, 

Prejudice, & Discrimination; Stereotypes, Imagery, & Media; Invisbility & Erasure), 

Identity & Belonging (Tribe & Nation; Pride; Appearance; Gender & Sexuality; Identity; 

Belonging & Connection), Spaces & Places (Reservations; Urban Areas; Native Spaces), 

Ways of Knowing and Being (Language & Names; Art, Music, & Dance; “Native Ways”; 

Relationships; Elders & Mentors), Working and Advocacy (Jobs, Activism, & Advocacy), 

and Trauma (Historical Trauma; Healing & Resilience).1,2 An Other sub-theme was 

added to each unrelated major theme to capture cultural phenomena not otherwise 

included. This resulted in a final total of 32 sub-themes for culture content. Each set of 

themes (i.e., history, culture) was coded for in the micro-, meso-, and exosystems that 

were identified as historically and culturally salient across digital story narratives (see 

Table 5 for theme definitions, Figure 3 for the final thematic map for history, and Figure 

4 for the final thematic map for culture).   

When themes for history and culture were coded as present, a follow-up code was 

immediately rendered to determine the presence of representations defined as “shared 

ideas, images, or characterizations of a particular culture that provide members of that 

culture with different possibilities for how to be a person” (p. 40, Leavitt et al., 2015) or 

“guidance for how to be a good member of a culture” (p. 320, McLean & Syed, 2015). 

This was captured with a 2-point coding scheme in which a 0 indicated absent (no  
                                                
1 Historical Trauma is cross-listed as a theme in both History and Culture. This is to recognize it as a historical and 
2 Identity & Belonging and Spaces & Places are interrelated major themes. This was determined based on the data and 
is consistent with conceptualizations of Native American identities that include a place-based component.  
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Table 5 
Definitions of History and Culture Themes 
 
History 
Historical Trauma: 

References to historical trauma including events that constitute historical trauma (e.g., genocide, colonialism, boarding schools), historical losses 
(e.g., people, land, language), or lifetime trauma described as the legacy of historical trauma  

Family & Ancestors: 
References to family histories beyond the lifetime, including stories of past family members, family lore, and ancestors 

Historical Context: 
References to local histories, including the history of a place, tribal community, or space 

Other: 
Other references that occur beyond the lifetime, including future histories (e.g., time forward past one’s lifespan) to future generations 

Culture 
Religion & Spirituality 
Christianity: 

References to Christianity or iterations of it, including the Church, the Bible, priests, and nuns 
Sacred Medicines: 

References to sacred medicines, including sage, sweetgrass, tobacco, and cedar, as well as medicines, plants, or foods that individuals describe 
as having sacred qualities 

Ceremonies & Rituals: 
References to sweats, fasting, and naming ceremonies in addition to other ceremonies and rituals mentioned 

Other: 
References to religion and spirituality that are not captured by the other sub-themes 

Systems & Institutions 
Government, Policies, & Laws 

References to federal or state governments, including policies, laws, and acts, as well as Indian services that are a function of the government 
Internalized Oppression & Lateral Violence 

References to the oppressor as superior to Native peoples, an expressed desire to be like the oppressor, affirming negative thoughts about Native 
peoples, within group discrimination, and at times, shame 
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Racism, Discrimination, & Prejudice 
References to experiences of racism, discrimination, or prejudice from a source outside of an individual’s ethnic-racial group, including 
institutional racism, or racism that is interpersonal in nature  

Stereotypes, Imagery, & Media 
References to stereotypes, images, or a form of media depicting Native peoples and cultures 

Invisibility & Erasure 
References to the invisibility of Native peoples or the erasure of Native peoples and cultures 

Other 
References to systemic issues not captured by the other sub-themes 

Identity & Belonginga 
Tribe & Nation 

References to tribes or tribal nations, whether specific or general  
Pride 

References to feelings of pride associated with Native peoples and cultures, which can be direct references or more subtle ones 
Appearance 

References to skin color, eye color, hair, clothing, and other physical qualities 
Gender & Sexuality 

References to gender or gender identity, sexuality, sexual identity or orientation, including two-spirit 
Identity 

References to “who” or “what” an individual is, or who Native peoples are through identity statements (e.g., “I am” “Native peoples are”) 
Belonging & Connection 

References to feelings of belonging and connection to Native peoples and cultures, including a sense of community 
Spaces & Placesa 
Reservations 

References to reservations as a place, which is different than references to an individual’s tribe or tribal nation, though these can occur in 
combination with one another  

Urban Areas 
References to urban areas, specific neighborhoods, or a suburban area 

Native Spaces 
References to physical spaces that are Native-centered or predominantly Native, including programs, clubs, and cultural centers 
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Other 
References to identity and spaces that are not captured by the other sub-themes, including references to blood quantum 

Ways of Knowing & Being 
Language & Names 

References to tribal language including speaking about it and in it, as well as Indian names  
Art, Music, & Dance 

References to beadwork, regalia, crafts, artistry, music, drumming, singing, and pow wows 
“Native Ways” 

References to vague or non-specific Native activities, Native ways, or Native traditions  
Relationships 

References to relationships with people, plants, animals, land, and water that are associated with cultural values, beliefs, or upbringing 
Elders & Mentors 

References to significant relationships with elders and mentors 
Other 

References to ways of knowing and being that are not captured by the other sub-themes 
Working & Advocacy 
Jobs, Activism, & Advocacy 

References to work related to Native peoples or issues through formal employment, advocacy positions, or activism  
Other 

References to positions that are culture specific and not captured by the aforementioned sub-theme, including the military 
Trauma 
Historical Trauma 

See definition under history 
Healing & Resilience 

References to healing, resilience, growth, or a sense of “doing well” as articulated from the perspective of individuals  
Other 

References to trauma not captured by the other sub-themes, including lifetime trauma individuals do not associate with historical trauma  

Note. a = Indicates interrelated themes.  
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Figure 3 
Final Thematic Map of History 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. The oval shape indicates coding categories. There was an additional (Other) major theme not illustrated here.   
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Figure 4 
Final Thematic Map of Culture  

 
Note. The squares indicate abbreviated coding categories. There was an additional (Other) sub-theme for each unrelated major theme.
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representation present in history or culture content) and a 1 indicated present 

(representation present in history or culture content) (See Appendix F for a detailed 

coding manual for Tier III).  

Reliability. Syed and Nelson (2015) recommend reporting multiple reliability 

indexes that provide different information about the data. Cohen’s kappa (κ), percent 

agreement (PA), and percent agreement reduced by chance agreement (PC) were 

calculated for history and culture themes and subsequent representations in the digital 

story narratives. Kappa is often described as the gold standard of reliability indexes for 

categorical coding (Syed & Nelson, 2015). Kappa calculates the proportion of agreement 

not due to chance, PA calculates an uncorrected value of the ratio of items agreed upon to 

total items, and PC accounts for chance agreement. Researchers recommend a kappa 

value of .70 as the minimum threshold for establishing reliability, however, lower values 

are acceptable depending on the marginal distribution (Bakeman & Gottman, 1986; 

Orwin, 1994; Syed & Nelson, 2015).  

 For the four major history themes, kappa values ranged from .68 to 1.00, PA 

ranged from .92 to 1.00, and PC ranged from .51 to .90. For historical representations, 

kappa values ranged from .62 to 1.00, PA ranged from .85 to 1.00, and PC ranged from 

.60 to 1.00. For the 32 culture content sub-themes, kappa values ranged from .60 to 1.00, 

PA ranged from .82 to 1.00, and PC ranged from .52 to .97. For cultural representations, 

kappa values ranged from .61 to 1.00, PA ranged from .88 to 1.00, and PC ranged from 

.68 to 1.00. Overall, these kappa represent acceptable levels of reliability, with lower 

values (κ = < .70) paired with higher values of percent agreement (PA = ≥ .82; see Table 6 

for reliability coefficients for history and culture themes, and representations).  



 62 

Research Question 2: How do Urban Native Peoples Internalize and Resist the 

Aforementioned Cultural Representations? 

The following narrative processes were examined across digital story narratives. 

The author and her advisor reliably coded digital story narratives according to each 

coding scheme. The author was the master coder and coded the entire sample, whereas 

her advisor was the reliability coder and coded a minimum of 20% of the sample to 

establish reliability for each coding scheme (Syed & Nelson, 2015). ICCs were as follows 

for narrative processes: Master narrative elaboration (ICC = .70), alternative narrative 

elaboration (ICC = .68), alternative narrative group connection (ICC = .64), positive 

meaning making (ICC = .68), and negative meaning making (ICC = .70; see Table 7 for 

reliability coefficients).  

Master Narratives. Master narrative elaboration was captured on a 4-point scale, 

in which a 1 indicated no reference to a master narrative. A 2 indicated minimal reference 

to a master narrative. A 3 indicated a clear reference to a master narrative that was only 

somewhat developed and a 4 indicated a detailed and well-developed master narrative. 

Master narratives were identified by participants' references to culturally dominant 

storylines that were anchored to a larger group (i.e., shared understandings of Native 

peoples, histories, and cultures) that had the qualities of master narratives (i.e., utility, 

ubiquity, invisibility, compulsory, and rigidity). As a result, the historical and cultural 

representations from the first research question served as a guide for identifying master 

narratives (McLean et al., 2017).  
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Table 6 
Cohen’s Kappa for History and Culture Themes and Representations Coded for in Digital Story Narratives (Tier III) 
 Theme Representation 
Theme Κ (%) PA (PC) Κ (%) PA (PC) 
Culture     
     Religion & Spirituality     
          Christianity .93 (21%) .99 (.83) .79 (26%) .98 (.89) 
          Sacred Medicines 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (.95) 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (1.00) 
          Ceremonies & Rituals .82 (21%) .96 (.79) .65 (22%) .96 (.89) 
          Other .65 (21%) .96 (.89) 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (1.00) 
     Systems & Institutions     
          Government, Policies, & Laws .85 (21%) .99 (.91) .66 (21%) .99 (.96) 
          Internalized Oppression & Lateral Violence .84 (21%) .97 (.84) .67 (21%) .97 (.93) 
          Racism, Prejudice, & Discrimination  .89 (21%) .97 (.76) 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (.90) 
          Stereotypes, Imagery, & Media .90 (21%) .99 (.87) .78 (23%) .96 (.83) 
          Invisibility & Erasure .86 (21%) .97 (.82) .71 (23%) .94 (.79) 
          Other 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (.97) 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (1.00) 
     Identity & Belonging     
          Tribe & Nation .84 (21%) .92 (.52) .63 (21%) .92 (.79) 
          Pride .80 (21%) .95 (.74) .65 (23%) .98 (.93) 
          Appearance .94 (21%) .99 (.79) .74 (21%) .97 (.90) 
          Gender & Sexuality .72 (21%) .95 (.81) .64 (22%) .95 (.86) 
          Identity .62 (21%) .82 (.52) .64 (22%) .95 (.86) 
          Belonging & Connection .63 (25%) .85 (.60) .77 (21%) .95 (.78) 
               Spaces & Places     
                    Reservations .94 (21%) .99 (.79) 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (.95) 
                    Urban Areas .89 (21%) .95 (.54) .64 (23%) .95 (.86) 
                    Native Spaces .82 (21%) .96 (.79) 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (.93) 
                    Other .80 (21%) .92 (.62) .61 (33%) .88 (.68) 
     Ways of Knowing & Being     
          Language & Names .84 (21%) .94 (.59) .84 (21%) .97 (.84) 
          Art, Music, Dance .92 (21%) .97 (.69) .63 (22%) .94 (.83) 
          “Native Ways” .82 (21%) .96 (.79) .63 (25%) .94 (.83) 
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          Relationships .74 (21%) .92 (.71) .68 (21%) .92 (.76) 
          Elders & Mentors .79 (21%) .99 (.94) 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (1.00) 
          Other .74 (21%) .92 (.71) .64 (25%) .95 (.87) 
     Working & Advocacy     
          Jobs, Activism, & Advocacy .70 (21%) .94 (.79) .75 (25%) .96 (.85) 
          Other .79 (21%) .99 (.94) .66 (22%) .99 (.96) 
     Trauma     
          Historical Trauma .84 (21%) .95 (.69) .90 (21%) .99 (.87) 
          Healing & Resilience .60 (30%) .85 (.62) .67 (30%) .92 (.75) 
          Other .61 (23%) .88 (.89) 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (.98) 
History     
     Historical Trauma .84 (21%) .95 (.69) .90 (21%) .99 (.87) 
     Family & Ancestors .83 (21%) .92 (.51) .62 (22%) .85 (.60) 
     Historical Context .68 (21%) .92 (.74) 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (.85) 
     Other 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (.90) 1.00 (21%) 1.00 (1.00) 
Note. The percentages in parentheses reflect the proportion of narratives coded for reliability. 
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Table 7 
Descriptive Statistics and Intraclass Correlation Coefficients (ICC) of Narrative 
Processes in Digital Story Narratives 
  Frequency (n) M (SD)  ICC (%)  
Master Narrative  65 3.03 (1.00)  .70 (26%)  
Alternative Narrative   57 2.73 (1.18)  .68 (21%)  
Group Connection  54 2.55 (.63)  .64 (21%)  
Positive Meaning  63 2.68 (.98)  .68 (21%)  
Negative Meaning  33 1.64 (.86)  .70 (30%)  
Note. The percentages in parentheses are the proportion of narratives that were coded for 
reliability.  
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Alternative Narratives. Alternative narrative elaboration was captured on a 

similar 4-point scale as master narrative elaboration. A 1 indicated no evidence 

whatsoever for an alternative narrative. A 2 indicated very minimal evidence of an 

alternative narrative, but very underdeveloped. A 3 indicated an alternative narrative 

clearly present, but only somewhat developed, or if developed, lacking in agency. A 4 

indicated an alternative narrative fully developed and expressed with agency (McLean et 

al., 2017). Because alternative narratives require deviation from a culturally dominant 

storyline, alternative narratives could only be identified in the presence of a master 

narrative. Thus, alternative narratives were identified through participants engaging with 

historical and cultural representations that deviated from those that depicted master 

narratives in their stories, which was a benefit of our bottom-up approach.  

Alternative narratives that were ≥ 2 received a follow-up code to determine the 

degree to which the alternative narrative is connected to a larger group or individuals who 

share a similar deviation, referred to as group connection. This was captured on a 3-point 

scale, in which a 1 indicates no connection or a possible negative reaction from others. A 

2 indicated a brief or vague reference or minimal connection to a group, or very few 

people mentioned. There is a sense that the person is not completely alone in his or her 

deviation (vague as this may be articulated). A 3 indicated a clear connection to a larger 

group (McLean et al., 2017).  

Meaning Making. Meaning making, or the participant making a connection 

between the past and the self, was coded for positive and negative meaning making on a 

4-point scale to distinguish between positive and negative valence. A 1 indicates no 

meaning. A 2 indicated minimal [Positive/Negative] meaning. A 3 indicated clearly 
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present but unelaborated [Positive/Negative] meaning, and a 4 indicated clearly present 

and elaborated [Positive/Negative] meaning (McLean et al., 2016, 2017).  

Story Profiles. Three series of Story Profiles were developed to organize the 

results from the first and second research questions. Story Profiles were created based on 

Tiers I (i.e., the “where” of participants general development), II (i.e., “to what extent” 

and “how” participants are provided with historical and cultural contexts of 

development), and III (i.e., the “what” of historical and cultural contexts of 

development), which were used to categorize and make sense of the narrative processes 

participants engaged in. In other words, Story Profiles were developed inductively from 

the data and represent the findings from the aforementioned coding Tiers. Story Profiles 

were created through an iterative process of analyzing the pattern of codes across digital 

story narratives from Tiers I-III until three major ecological profiling systems were 

established. 

 Story Profiles #1a-c. Digital story narratives were categorized based on their 

configuration of salient micro-, meso-, and exosystems from Tier I. Codes for the micro-, 

meso-, and exosystem were placed side-by-side for each story to determine the number of 

salient categories. Examining the pattern of codes indicated there were stories with one, 

two, or three salient systems. Thus, digital story narratives were categorized into one of 

three profiles including One System Story, Two System Story, and Three System Story 

(see Figure 5 for illustration). 

Story Profiles #2a-c. Digital story narratives from the Two System Story and 

Three System Story profiles were further categorized based on their actual salience codes 

from Tier I including Equivalent Story (i.e., systems have the same salience), 
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Microsystem Story (i.e., microsystems have a salience score of  ≥ 2 and are greater than 

other systems), and Exosystem Story (i.e., exosystems have a salience score of  ≥ 2 and 

are greater than other systems; see Figure 6 for illustration). 

 Story Profile #3a-c. Digital story narratives from the One System Story, Two 

System Story, and Three System Story profiles were categorized based on their 

configuration of history and culture salience codes from Tier II including No History, No 

Culture Story (i.e., all chronosystems or macrosystems have a salience score of 0), No 

History, Culture Story (i.e., chronosystems have a salience score of 0, macrosystems have 

a score of ≥ 1), and History & Culture Story (i.e., some or all chronosystems and 

macrosystems have a salience score of  ≥ 1; see Figure 7 for illustration). 

Story Profiles #1-3 provided the means to explore the ecology of digital story 

narratives in a manner more akin to person-centered analyses, such as creating story 

figures. Descriptive statistics were calculated for history and culture representations and 

narrative processes across each subset of profiles. Additionally, chi-square analyses were 

calculated to examine associations between Story Profiles #1-3 since they were 

independent profiling systems.  

Research Question 3: How do Well-Known Cultural Psychology Constructs Relate to 

Cultural Representations and Narrative Processes? 

Analyses were conducted with IBM/SPSS (version 25.0). Descriptive statistics 

were computed across all measures, historical and cultural representations, and narrative 

processes. Additionally, zero order correlations were calculated between all measures, 

historical and cultural representations, and narrative processes. Partial correlations 

controlling for story word count were also calculated to control for the effect of story  
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Figure 5 
Illustration of Ecological Story Profiling System for Story Profiles #1a-c 
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Figure 6 
Illustration of Ecological Story Profiling System for Story Profiles #2a-c 
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Figure 7 
Illustration of Ecological Story Profiling System for Story Profiles #3a-c 
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length on narrative processes, as story word count was normally distributed with 

acceptable values of skewness and kurtosis.3 Independent samples t-tests were calculated 

to examine differences in measures and narrative processes by historical and cultural 

representations. 

Results 

 Participants’ final digital stories provided multifaceted, first-person narrated 

accounts of Native peoples’ experiences within the context of modern- and urbanization, 

which were, without doubt, enhanced by the OrigiNatives workshop experience. Final 

digital story narratives ranged from 271 to 2,791 words (M = 768.38; SD = 442.53), and 

included powerful tellings of collective understandings of familial, tribal, and place-based 

histories. In addition, participants’ narratives were ripe with cultural symbols that were 

both imbued with meaning and that participants constructed meaning from when 

negotiating their individual identities. Given the extent of the findings, I review the 

results here in relation to the broader psychological literature as a means of streamlining 

the discussion. The themes of participants' narratives are described below, which are then 

discussed in relation to narrative processes, then well-known cultural psychology 

constructs - all in the context of the current literature. This is then followed by a more 

general discussion, in which I synthesize the findings from across research questions.  

While the following analyses are based on the coded narrative data, there are 

excerpts from the narratives included throughout the results to highlight the rich stories 

afforded by the OrigiNatives workshop experience. The narratives and associated names 

are used with the permission of the participants, who shared their copyright to their 

                                                
3 There was one outlier for story word count as the narrative fell outside of the normal distribution. Removing this case 
from the data set did not change the results of the zero order and partial correlations. The results discussed here include 
this case.  
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digital story with me (n = 67). I do not refer to the six participants who did not provide 

consent, and their narratives are omitted from Appendix C (though their narratives are 

included in all analyses).  

Research Question 1: What Cultural Representations are Present in Narratives of 

Urban Native Peoples? 

This research question builds on the psychological literature with a 

comprehensive taxonomy that organizes the 1) environments Native peoples interact with 

and 2) the historical and cultural representations in those environments towards the end 

of influencing Native peoples’ identities.  

Tier I: Microsystem, Mesosystem, and Exosystem Frequency and Salience 

 While past research on representations among Native peoples has focused on 

academic environments (Fryberg et al., 2008; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015), the present 

study examined a myriad of environments that Native peoples indicated were integral to 

their development in their digital story narratives. These environments are elaborated on 

below in order of their importance according to the findings (see Table 3 for Tier I 

descriptive statistics).  

Microsystems. Consistent with ecological models of development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Fish & Syed, 2018), microsystems occurred with greatest 

frequency in Native peoples’ digital story narratives (M = 3.68, SD = 1.88) and were the 

most important to individuals (M = 2.21, SD = .90). Microsystems participants referred to 

were wide and varied. Examples include Serena’s reservation (“Although rez life can be 

challenging, living in Red Lake since birth gave me such pride for me, my people and my 

culture”), ceremonies like the ones Dawn mentions (“I started going to ceremony more, 
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and through the creator, our ancestors, helpers and relatives, my healing journey had 

begun”), Millie’s neighborhood she grew up in (“Little Earth is known to influence 

individuals and families both positively and negatively. For me, it did both, especially as 

it relates to my cultural identity”), Shirley’s parents (“The two biggest influences in my 

life were my mom and dad”), Joe’s peers (“This ignorance from my peers only made me 

want to succeed even more, and outshine them whenever I could”), and Michael’s high 

school (“There was a sign there that said, ‘Arrive as strangers, leave as family,’ and it 

was true. Everyday was an awesome experience there, we sang and danced and did 

cultural things”).  

While these are a handful of examples of important environments that participants 

indicated having regular and enduring interactions with, there were several others that are 

not typical microsystems in the literature (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). For instance, 

grandparents and extended family were included as microsystems if participants indicated 

being raised by them, like Kirby’s comment (“My grandmother is my biggest inspiration. 

She raised me from the day that I came home from the hospital”), which was common for 

participants. Other microsystems important to participants included various cultural 

programming, such as Four Winds Lodge, which Melody attended (''I started becoming 

culturally educated when I went to Four Winds treatment center when I was 39 years 

old”). Thus, while many of the microsystems participants referred to map onto those that 

are often described in the literature as important sites of development due to the ongoing 

patterns in activities and relations that occur within them (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), there 

were some that have been identified as distinct environments for Native peoples - like 

extended family and Native-centered spaces (Fish & Syed, 2018; Guillory, 2009; Lysne 
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& Levy, 1997; Tachine et al., 2016; Wendt & Gone, 2012). Given the proximity to their 

development, it is less surprising that microsystems were the most important 

environments; however, the diverse range of microsystems illustrated throughout the 

narratives suggests that school settings (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015) are one of many 

environments that have a bearing on Native peoples’ development.  

Exosystems. Following microsystems, exosystems occurred second most often 

(M = 2.04, SD = 1.17) in Native peoples’ digital story narratives, and were second most 

important (M = 1.56, SD = .80) to individuals. According to ecological models of 

development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Fish & Syed, 2018), exosystems are the 

environments that are most distal in individuals’ ecologies. Despite this, participants 

indicated exosystems as important sites of development for them and as salient features 

of their stories. Examples include the U.S. government in Rory’s narrative (“The same 

way that organized religions and the U.S. government destroyed Indigenous peoples of 

the Americas is the same way that U.S. governments and corporations are exploiting us 

all today”), as well as policies like the Indian Relocation Act in Patricia’s narrative (“My 

parents chose to move to San Francisco, CA in the late 1960s as part of the Indian 

Relocation Act”), and the one’s described in Carol’s story (“We talked about the religion 

and how it was outlawed, but in Rapid City we had ceremonies. I remember the police 

arresting my Grandpa on my dad’s side. We didn’t know why he was arrested and why 

they came, but they took him. Later on, when the American Indian Religious Freedom Act 

happened, all the memories came back about why he was arrested”).  

Indeed, exosystems were often government-related, including the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs in Eileen’s story (“I went to the office of the Bureau of Indian Affairs in 
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downtown Minneapolis to see if I was eligible [for a loan]. I was told that I didn’t qualify 

because there was no father listed on my birth certificate and I didn’t have enough blood 

quantum.”), the foster care system mentioned in Marcie’s story (“Alcoholism, violence, 

poverty, and a state system that, in the 1950s, was removing children from Native homes 

at an alarmingly high rate”) and urban tribal offices like the one in Michael’s narrative 

(“I went to White Earth Urban Office to have them look up my grandfather’s name and 

verify everything, but they said “We know you meet blood requirements, but 

unfortunately, the papers say you do not because in the early 1900’s full-bloods had to lie 

and say they weren’t full-blood in order to get a specific housing or land allotment” - this 

is called the Nelson Act”). Other exosystems could include cities as seen in Deanna’s 

narrative, who notes, “Minneapolis was not officially a relocation city during the 

‘Relocation Era’ of the 1950's, but it became a special place for Native people to build 

their lives off the reservation.” Exosystems could also also include extended family, such 

as Joyce’s grandmother (“My grandmother was the greatest influence in my life, she was 

a shelter and a person who shared with me”), communities of people (i.e., Native 

peoples, White people), and reservations if the interactions with them were infrequent.  

While these are consistent with the sort of environments that are typical of 

exosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Fish & Syed, 2018), findings seem to situate 

exosystems as less distal to Native peoples development than originally suggested by 

ecological models. As other scholars have pointed out, governmental agencies often have 

more direct relations with Native peoples, often a result of complex “relationships” 

established between the U.S. and various tribal nations during colonialism (Conner, 

Fryar, & Johnson, 2017; Gone, 2007; Wilkins & Stark, 2011). Thus, exosystems seem to 
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have a more direct, rather than indirect, effect on Native peoples. Moreover, beginning to 

unpack participants’ narratives suggests that Native peoples are astute observers to the 

influence of exosystems - a finding that has been borne out in other narrative accounts of 

Native peoples and governmental systems (see interview with Traveling Thunder, Gone, 

2007).  

Mesosystems. The least common (M = 53, SD = .71) and least important (M = 

.42, SD = .50) environments Native peoples discussed in their digital story narratives 

were mesosystems. Even though mesosystems are considered more proximal to 

development than exosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Fish & Syed, 2019), this was not 

the case in participants’ narratives. Though references to mesosystems were infrequent, 

common mesosystems participants included in their narratives were parent interactions 

and parent-sibling interactions. The former is seen in Gabrielle’s narrative (“The problem 

was that my mom did not understand. In many ways, she didn't even try. In the end, I 

think that what separated my family was this misunderstanding between cultures, and the 

substances my dad used to try and escape it. It was hard to have two different parents 

with completely different values”), and the latter in Sharon’s story (“My mother taught 

our siblings that we were different and to be loved. I noticed how she treated my brother 

with so much care and kindness, and myself too”). While mesosystems do have a 

proximal impact on individuals, their impact may be less noticeable because they are 

more complex. Or perhaps, mesosystems are not as important to Native peoples as their 

immediate environments and systemic inequities when storying their experiences. In 

addition, it could likely be that the story prompts - which queried participants’ both direct 

and societal experiences - elicited participants’ to write about interactions with their 
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immediate environments and society at large. Accordingly, mesosystems may be less 

likely to occur spontaneously or without additional prompting.  

These findings are elaborated on below with additional context provided by the 

findings from Tiers II and III.   

Tier II: Chronosystem and Macrosystem Salience and Type 

If microsystems, and then exosystems, are experienced the most frequently and 

are most salient to Native peoples’ development, then to what extent does history and 

culture figure into these environments? This was the initial focus of Tier II. Once this was 

determined, Tier II assessed how history and culture figured into participants’ 

environments - that is, did history and culture figure into environments through their 

absence (“Neither neighborhood had very much knowledge or care about Native 

American culture”, Kirby), presence (“I married an Indian man who started teaching me 

about our history”, Kay), or both (“Inner city public school had no teaching or 

curricular lessons about Native culture until Mr. Blackhawk arrived”, Gary)? The results 

are described below for micro-, meso-, and exosystems according to their salience from 

Tier I (see Table 4 for Tier II descriptive statistics). 

Microsystems. Results suggest that history figured into Native peoples’ 

microsystems to a minimal extent (M = 1.04, SD = 1.05) on average. Indeed, historical 

elements were not a salient feature of a given narrative, though it could be in a single 

microsystem. Take for example, Joe’s story. Joe indicates that his peers were not 

knowledgeable about his tribe’s history. In building off of his narrative, which was 

briefly mentioned earlier, he says: 

“This ignorance from my peers only made me want to succeed even more, and 
outshine them whenever I could. My mind continued to be blown as I got older 
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and realized just how little these people knew about Native people and their 
history with the U.S., MN, and local governments. This complete ignorance, 
including disregard of the Nation to Nation relationships we have with the 
government that allows us our treaty rights, has served to only further the racial 
divide and institutional oppression. How could people who live so close to and 
among many Native people not understand anything about Native people and our 
history?” 
 

While history is a salient feature of his interactions with his peers, it is seldom mentioned 

in the remaining microsystems in his digital story narrative. Thus, history can be - and is - 

salient in single microsystems, but less so in digital story narratives in their entirety. In 

examining how history figured into microsystems, findings suggest that history figured 

into microsystems, for the most part, through its presence (M = .86, SD = .35), or through 

a combination of its presence in some microsystems and absence in others. The excerpt 

from Joe’s narrative is an example of its absence, as he indicates that his peers did not 

know about his tribe’s (i.e., Red Lake’s) history. However, participants’ narratives more 

often included the presence of history in microsystems, or at least a mixed presence. Take 

for instance, Ashlee’s narrative. She indicates that history was missing in college (“There 

were no classes offered on campus that taught Indigenous history or culture”), however, 

it was present in the neighborhood she worked in (“Little Earth taught me a lot about 

history, language, and tradition”).  

In contrast, culture was a far more prominent feature of Native peoples’ 

microsystems (M = 2.49, SD = .94) in their narratives. For instance, culture is a feature of 

all of the microsystems in Joe’s narrative, including his peers, immediate family, and the 

various schools he attends, although history is not. Thus, culture is a salient feature of his 

microsystems and across his digital story. In examining how culture figured into 

microsystems, it was often through a combination of its presence in some microsystems 
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and its absence in others (M = .54, SD = .50). Thus, although culture was much more 

salient in microsystems than history, participants indicated more often that it had a mixed 

presence.  

Exosystems. History figured into exosystems slightly more than it figured into 

microsystems, albeit, it was still to a minimal extent (M = 1.36, SD = 1.26). Similar to 

results for the microsystem, history figured into most exosystems through its presence, or 

a combination of its presence and absence (M = .78, SD = .47). An example of its 

presence can be seen in Renay’s narrative when she recalls learning about her great 

grandfather: 

“When I was an adult, my mother gave me some paperwork to investigate my 
family tree. A relative had done some research and this gave me insight to the fact 
that my great grandfather was born on Madeline Island, WI and transferred to the 
White Earth Reservation. He was also a chief. This to me was something to be 
proud of.” 
 
Similar to microsystems, culture figured prominently into exosystems (M = 2.60, 

SD = .91), and to a somewhat greater extent than it figured into microsystems. Moreover, 

culture also figured into exosystems through both its presence and absence (M =.58, SD = 

.50). For instance, in Jaylen’s narrative, culture is a salient feature of all of his 

exosystems, though he indicates there are certain cultural elements that are missing. For 

instance, Jaylen traces the lack of traditional activities in his household to his 

grandparents boarding school attendance, noting: 

“This started when my grandparents went to a boarding school near the rez. 
Although they claim that they weren't abused in any form, the system still worked 
in that they stopped speaking the language and stopped participating in 
ceremonies. The products of the school did not turn them into Catholics, but took 
their traditional ways away. Passing this on to their kids, the kids were told that 
they were being traditional with the things that they still did. The kids learned 
how to introduce themselves in the language, learned the names for animals and 
food, but not much more than that.” 
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Thus, although culture is present to an extent, it is also missing to an extent. What is 

encouraging thus far is that history and culture are seldom absent across narratives, 

suggesting that if either were missing in a particular environment, that there is likely 

another in which participants were able to access them in their narrative ecologies. This is 

in line with Markstrom (2011), who describes the cultural socialization of Native peoples 

as occurring through complex configurations of cultural factors from various sources. 

However, findings diverge for mesosystems.  

Mesosystems. The findings for micro- and exosystems stand in stark contrast to 

mesosystems, which were far less salient for history (M = .30, SD = .88) and culture (M = 

.60, SD = 1.18). Moreover, history figured into mesosystems through its absence more 

than presence (M = .60, SD = .55), whereas culture figured into mesosystems more 

through its presence (M = .94, SD = .25). Similar to findings from Tier I, it could be that 

participants’ have not considered the effect of more complex environments - like 

mesosystems - on their development, and thus, have not examined these as sites of 

historical and cultural substance to the same extent as micro- and exosystems. Given 

these findings, it is somewhat difficult to draw conclusions about the true nature of 

mesosystems in participants’ narrative ecologies due to their limited occurrence and 

emphasis.  

The findings reviewed thus far are discussed in greater context with the results 

from Tier III, which describes the characteristics and features (the “what”) of history and 

culture. 

Tier III: Chronosystem, Macrosystem Representations 
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If history and culture are important features of Native peoples’ proximal and 

distal environments, what are the characteristics, features, and qualities of these histories 

and cultures? The focus of Tier III was determining the content of history and culture in 

Native peoples’ digital story narratives, and subsequently, if this content included 

representations that sent participants messages about how to be or what it means to be 

Native American. This was an important task, given the salience of historical and cultural 

contexts in participants’ micro- and exosystems, and the potential messages its presence 

and absence could send.  

Generally speaking, participants referred more to culture content in comparison to 

history content in their digital story narratives, and subsequently, more cultural 

representations (M = 7.47, SD = 5.47) than historical representations (M = 1.90, SD = 

2.16). Additionally, historical and cultural representations were related to one another, as 

partial correlations controlling for word count indicated that historical and cultural 

representations are positively associated (r = .38, p < .01), which was of a similar 

magnitude when not controlling for word count. This was unsurprising, for if culture is 

nested within a broader, shared history, then the two would likely co-occur in a given 

narrative account the more one is mentioned. According to Markstrom (2011), 

transmissions of histories, especially oral ones, is crucial to the sustenance of cultural 

lifeways. Indeed, the ways in which history and culture interweave with one another to 

inform individual identities is explicated by Traveling Thunder in an interview with Gone 

(2007), who states “Like I say, loss of identity. If you don’t know your own true oral 

history, your true oral traditions and customs and where you come from, and what’s 

supposed to be important to you, well, you’re gonna feel empty. You’re gonna feel like 
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you don’t belong” (p. 293). Thus, Tier III examined the historical and cultural 

representations in participants’ narratives to explore the features of histories and cultures 

that give Native peoples an understanding of where they are from and possibilities for 

where they can go in the future.  

Given the extent and array of results describing the content of historical and 

cultural representations, findings are organized by major themes for both categories of 

representations below. Specific findings for the historical and cultural representations 

within these major themes are discussed, highlighting results across digital story 

narratives and then by micro-, meso-, and exosystem if and when applicable. Frequencies 

for history and culture themes, sub-themes, and representations are included in Table 8, 

while descriptive statistics are included in Table 9.  

Chronosystem Representations. Results of the thematic analysis indicated four 

major themes for history, including Historical Trauma, Family & Ancestors, Historical 

Context, and Other. Most historical representations were found in exosystems, then 

microsystems, with very few in mesosystems. Given that governments, cities, and the 

media were included in exosystems, this finding can be understood by the settler colonial 

histories such enduring societal structures are predicated on (David & Okazaki, 2006; 

Glenn, 2015), which as noted in Tier II, Native peoples have a keen sense of.  

Historical Trauma. Participants endorsed Historical Trauma representations 

second most often in their digital story narratives (M = .74, SD = .94), and most 

frequently in exosystems (M = .47, SD = .63). For instance, Blair couches his lifetime 

experiences in not just his father’s, but his grandmother’s and great grandmother’s 

boarding school experiences - who are distal to his development. Through his narrative
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Table 8 
Frequencies for History and Culture Themes and Representations Coded for in Micro-, Meso-, and Exosystems in Digital Story 
Narratives (Tier III) 
 
 
Theme 

Microsystem 
(n) 

 Mesosystem 
(n) 

 

 Exosystem 
(n) 

 Overall Frequency 
(n) 

History 131 (58)  8 (3)  111 (78)  250 (139) 
     Historical Trauma 52 (19)  3 (1)  52 (34)  107 (54) 
     Family & Ancestors 55 (29)  4 (2)  41 (31)  100 (62) 
     Historical Context 18 (9)  1 (0)  16 (12)  35 (21) 
     Other 6 (1)  0 (0)  2 (1)  8 (2) 
Culture 1067 (274)  61 (13)  722 (258)  1850 (545) 
     Religion & Spirituality 110 (28)  6 (1)  61 (23)  177 (52) 
          Christianity 26 (6)  1 (0)  21 (6)  48 (12) 
          Sacred Medicines 12 (5)  0 (0)  7 (3)  19 (8) 
          Ceremonies & Rituals 35 (11)  3 (1)  16 (7)  54 (19) 
          Other 37 (6)  2 (0)  17 (7)  56 13) 
     Systems & Institutions 97 (43)  5 (3)  108 (55)  210 (101) 
          Government, Policies, & Laws 22 (4)  0 (0)  26 (13)  48 (17) 
          Internalized Oppression & Lateral Violence 19 (11)  1 (0)  27 (16)  47 (27) 
          Racism, Prejudice & Discrimination  16 (5)  1 (1)  23 (11)  40 (17) 
          Stereotypes, Imagery, & Media 17 (10)  2 (2)  15 (10)  34 (22) 
          Invisibility & Erasure 19 (12)  1 (0)  12 (4)  32 (16) 
          Other 4 (1)  0 (0)  5 (1)  9 (2) 
     Identity & Belonging 273 (44)  17 (2)  198 (40)  488 (86) 
          Tribe & Nation 71 (12)  8 (1)  42 (11)  121 (24) 
          Pride 31 (4)  0 (0)  34 (4)  65 (8) 
          Appearance 11 (5)  1 (0)  13 (6)  25 (11) 
          Gender & Sexuality 18 (8)  0 (0)  12 (7)  30 (15) 
          Identity 98 (7)  5 (1)  64 (4)  167 (12) 
          Belonging & Connection 44 (8)  3 (0)  33 (8)  80 (16) 
               Spaces & Places 173 (31)  13 (3)  96 (30)  282 (64) 
                    Reservations 47 (5)  7 (1)  25 (2)  79 (8) 
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                    Urban Areas 61 (9)  2 (0)  40 (14)  103 (23) 
                    Native Spaces 36 (8)  3 (1)  8 (1)  47 (10) 
                    Other 29 (9)  1 (1)  23 (13)  53 (23) 
     Ways of Knowing & Being 208 (80)  9 (1)  134 (60)  351 (141) 
          Language & Names 57 (20)  3 (0)  41 (17)  101 (37) 
          Art, Music, Dance 46 (15)  1 (0)  23 (4)  70 (19) 
          “Native Ways” 20 (10)  1 (0)  14 (7)  35 (17) 
          Relationships 43 (21)  2 (1)  23 (16)  68 (38) 
          Elders & Mentors 14 (4)  0 (0)  9 (5)  23 (9) 
          Other 28 (10)  2 (0)  24 (11)  54 (21) 
     Working & Advocacy 48 (13)  2 (1)  29 (6)  79 (20) 
          Jobs, Activism, & Advocacy 37 (12)  2 (1)  23 (3)  62 (16) 
          Other 11 (1)  0 (0)  6 (3)  17 (4) 
     Trauma 158 (35)  9 (2)  96 (44)  263 (81) 
          Historical Trauma 52 (19)  3 (1)  52 (34)  107 (54) 
          Healing & Resilience 76 (15)  3 (1)  37 (10)  116 (26) 
          Other 30 (1)  3 (0)  7 (0)  40 (1) 
Note. Frequencies for content categories are noted outside of parentheses, while frequencies for representations are included inside 
parentheses.  
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Table 9 
Means and Standard Deviations for Major History and Culture Themes By Micro-, Meso-, and Exosystem  (Tier III) 
 

   Microsystem  Mesosystem  Exosystem  Overall 
Representations   M SD  M SD  M SD  M SD 
History              
     Historical Trauma   .26 .55  .01 .12  .47 .63  .74 .94 
     Family & Ancestors   .40 .74  .03 .16  .42 .69  .85 1.21 
     Historical Context   .12 .41  .00 .00  .16 .44  .29 .68 
     Other   .01 .12  .00 .00  .01 .12  .03 .23 
Culture              
     Religion & Spirituality   .38 .97  .01 .12  .32 .55  .71 1.27 
     Systems & Institutions   .59 1.07  .04 .26  .75 1.05  1.38 1.91 
     Identity & Belonging   .60 .85  .03 .16  .55 .76  1.21 1.30 
          Spaces & Places   .42 .71  .04 .20  .41 .74  .90 1.16 
     Ways of Knowing & Being   1.10 1.28  .01 .12  .82 1.11  1.97 2.03 
     Working & Advocacy   .18 .42  .01 .12  .08 .40  .28 .70 
     Trauma   .48 .77  .03 .16  .60 .86  1.13 1.34 
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account, Blair transcends time and effectively establishes elements of his present self as a 

legacy of his grandmother’s and grandmother’s boarding school experiences. He states: 

“My father, his mother, and grandmother were not traditionals. They were 
puritanical boarding school Christians… and in their legacy, still are. We are 
not stereotypes or filled with a woodland wisdom. We are jaded and cautious 
and hardworking, and when we weep, we weep alone.” 
 

The defining feature of this Historical Trauma representation, in particular, is Blair’s 

understanding of what he inherited from family members long before him that shapes 

aspects of his present day experiences. For Blair, he is able to make sense of his thoughts, 

emotions, and work ethic in a larger familial and historical context through the 

intergenerational effects of boarding school attendance. Blair’s account is - to an extent- 

in line with empirical findings suggesting that parent discussions with children about a 

boarding/residential school experience can provide children with a filter for their 

experiences with discrimination (Matheson et al., 2017). Though not an exact replication 

of these findings, Blair’s knowledge of familial generational boarding school attendance 

does, in fact, provide him with a lens for his own experiences.4  In a similar process, Mo 

makes sense of their lifetime trauma exposure that was perpetrated by extended family 

members through collective past experiences of intergenerational trauma stemming from 

colonialism - that is, historical trauma:  

“I love my family regardless of the way that the traumas I endured came through 
them, because it didn’t truly come through them. It came from the 
intergenerational trauma we as Native people endure, and have coped with since 
the arrival of Europeans. I am here! And I love me today!” 

 

                                                
4 Blair’s digital story can be accessed with seven other participants’ digital stories from this website: https://umn-
latis.github.io/digital-stories/. Please refer to Figure 8 for a website legend that corresponds to participants’ digital 
stories.  
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Figure 8 
OrigiNatives Website Legend 
 

 
Note. Digital stories correspond to website (https://umn-latis.github.io/digital-stories/) and Digital Story Narratives in Appendix
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 For participants, Historical Trauma seems to provide a shared understanding of 

participants’ own experiences with lifetime traumas - like abuse, feelings of mistrust, 

grief and other historical trauma responses (Brave Heart, 1998; Whitbeck et al., 2007a). 

As a result, Historical Trauma representations provided participants with a more 

contextualized understanding of their experiences as Native peoples. For Mo, 

understanding the spiritual, physical, emotional and sexual abuse in their family as a 

function of historical trauma empowered Mo to live a more self-determined life (Brave 

Heart et al., 2011). However, there were stories with Historical Trauma representations, 

in which authors seemed more constrained than freed, which will be discussed in the 

cultural representations section below. Similar to Blair’s and Mo’s narratives, Historical 

Trauma representations were most prevalent in distal environments (i.e., extended family 

and governmental exosystems) and less so in others.  

 Family & Ancestors. Across digital story narratives, participants endorsed 

representations of Family & Ancestors most frequently (M = .85, SD = 1.21), which were 

referred to most often in microsystems. Seemingly, proximal environments (e.g., parents, 

peers, schools and cultural programming, etc.) were sites ripe with stories of past family 

members, ancestral connections, and general family lore (Markstrom, 2011). In a sense, 

stories of family histories were stories within stories, wherein the teller’s (i.e., the 

participant’s) story was of the meaning they constructed from their family’s storied 

experiences. Indeed, as Bottero (2015) states, family histories are “fertile ground” for 

achieving greater meaning and identity-work (p. 535). Representations of Family & 

Ancestors could be quite powerful in participants’ narratives, prompting a new level of 

self-understanding and a cultural connection that was described as invigorating, 
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purposeful, and healing - not just for the self, but for participants’ ancestors: “I finally felt 

like I fit, had somewhere to belong, and a whole new family. I could feel the healing of 

my ancestors as I grew” (Alyxis). This can be seen in Judy’s narrative as she recounts 

finding her birth mother after being adopted by a White family as a part of Indian 

removal policies: 

“It took me all these years to put it all together. After receiving a copy of my 
original birth certificate, I finally felt like I belonged to my birth mother. She is 
mine. This is my mother. I belong to her. She belongs to me. I was 68-years old at 
that time. At that point, I reintroduced myself to the world and who I was on 
Facebook. People that I had known most of my life had no idea I had been 
adopted, that I was Native, and that my birth name was Emily Marie Smith.” 
 

For Judy, her original birth certificate served as a vehicle to the past that connected her to 

her mother (who is deceased), as well as her culture. Thus, providing her new 

possibilities for how to exist, as evidenced by her reintroducing herself to the world. She 

reiterates a similar sentiment at the end of her story when discussing her extended family, 

noting:  

“I have done extensive research in the “Indian rolls,” which are Indian census 
rolls to find my family and ancestors. It helps me to feel connected and 
understand where I belong. Even though I will never meet these people and they 
have been dead for years, it’s a great feeling to see their name in print, to know 
that they are my relatives. That they are mine. And I am theirs. After being an 
orphan for so long, I now know who I am.” 
 

Indeed, historical familial narratives can inform individuals about their past, providing 

them with a sound foundation to construct a sense of self and live in a self-determined 

way, with increased consciousness (Watkins, 2001). Watkins (2001) describes this 

connection as a thread between past and future, providing Native peoples with a “sacred 

orientation” to being in the world (Walters et al., 2011a, p. 168). Seemingly, 

representations of Family & Ancestors can provide individuals access to shared 
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understandings of their cultural background and connections to people that were 

previously inaccessible, introducing individuals with new means to understand 

themselves and create a meaningful life. Despite Judy’s ancestors being deceased, she is 

still able to relate to them as living, breathing beings through this sacred orientation, 

strengthening her kinship bonds (Denham, 2008). Consequently, collective accounts of 

family histories uncover parts of the self that were always there, but not previously within 

reach, giving Native peoples the makings for a purposeful life (Walters et al., 2011a). 

This is further explicated through Travis’s narrative, describing an extensive family 

history of military enlistment:  

“When I started to look at my family’s military service I also started to realize 
that American Indians, as a whole, have served in extremely high numbers in 
every war or conflict that America has ever been in. I also started to recognize 
that here was an incredible story that needed to be told; my dad and his three 
brothers, from the small reservation of Grand Portage, in northern Minnesota, all 
served in the military during the Vietnam Era, and all came back alive to tell 
about it.” 
 

Travis associates this collective experience with his decision to enlist in the military, 

noting: “I know that this legacy not only influenced me to serve in the military, but my 

brother also served in the National Guards for over 20 years…”5 Not only does this 

highlight how shared family histories can shape a given individual, but it also sheds light 

on the role of family narratives in bolstering individual identities (Denham, 2008).  

 Historical Context. Participants did not refer to Historical Context representations 

often in their digital story narratives (M = .29, SD = .68), nor were Historical Context 

representations commonly included in participants’ environments. When Historical 

                                                
5 Travis’s digital story can be viewed at https://umn-latis.github.io/digital-stories/ according to the corresponding 
website legend in Figure 8.  
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Context representations were included, it was often the specific history of a place or 

space, such as Elia’s account of her traditional homeland, Juneau:  

“I grew up in Juneau, Alaska, the traditional homeland of my clan Wooshketaan 
of the Aukwaan Tlingits.[...]The land is rich with food; I grew up fishing, 
clamming, and picking berries. To me, Juneau is the most beautiful place in the 
world because the rainforest turns everything green, even in the winter. Every two 
years Juneau hosts Celebration, where all the Tlingit and Haida clans get 
together and dance through the streets. Our red and black regalia can be seen 
from miles away. Juneau is a hard place to live. As tourism increases, the cost of 
living does too. Rich people brag about their beautiful houses on the beach while 
my tribe continues to struggle to find affordable housing on land that we’ve been 
on for thousands of years. I want people to understand that the land they live on is 
stolen. I want people in Juneau, Alaska to recognize that they took the land from 
the tribe standing right in front of them.” 
 

Through her account of Juneau, Elia unpacks the complexities of what a place can 

represent, as she makes it clear to the audience that Juneau has multiple ascribed 

meanings. First, Juneau is the traditional homeland of her clan, in which clan members 

still reside. But second, it is also a place where this is largely disregarded by its other 

inhabitants. In a sense - Juneau is a site of dueling representations. To reconcile this, Elia 

stories her own meaning, in which Juneau is stolen land - which does not preclude 

Juneau’s other meanings, but rather, re-imagines them into a coherent narrative. When 

deciding how to end her story, Elia concluded with “I want people to know that I am 

going to work my whole life to fight for sovereignty, power, and justice for Native 

people.” Consequently, Elia’s storying - or perhaps, re-storying - of Juneau creates a 

landscape of various future possibilities for addressing land-based injustices (Korteweg et 

al., 2010; Walters et al., 2011a).  

 Other. Other historical representations were endorsed the least across 

participants’ narratives and in their environments. While it was created to capture other 

elements of history that were excluded in the previous themes, it was seldom endorsed.  
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 Macrosystem Representations. Results of the thematic analysis indicated seven 

major culture themes, including Religion & Spirituality, Systems & Institutions, Identity 

& Belonging, Spaces & Places, Ways of Knowing & Being, Working & Advocacy, and 

Trauma. Most cultural representations occurred in microsystems, followed closely by 

exosystems. In line with previous findings, there were far fewer cultural representations 

in mesosystems. Indeed, though cultural socialization among Native peoples occurs at 

various levels including local (i.e., microsystems), as well as national and global (i.e., 

exosystems) levels (Markstrom, 2011), seldom are mesosystems discussed. While 

scholars recognize the potential of mesosystems to provide Native peoples with the 

necessary cultural content for individuals to engage in identity-work (Fish et al., 2020; 

Fish & Syed, 2018), findings from the present study suggest that proximal and distal 

environments are critical sites for intra- and interpersonal identity formation. The present 

study builds on this literature by expanding the focus of empirical studies to various 

proximal and distal sites of development, and through an expansion of the content of 

individuals identities, which is often overlooked (Syed & Azmitia, 2008) or limited to 

identity schemas afforded by the media (Fryberg & Markus, 2003; Fryberg et al., 2008; 

Leavitt et al., 2015; see Table 8 for theme frequencies and Table 9 for descriptive 

statistics). 

 Religion & Spirituality. Representations of Religion & Spirituality were common 

in participants’ digital story narratives (M = .71, SD = 1.27), though they occurred less 

frequently in comparison to other cultural representations. Religion & Spirituality 

representations often occurred in microsystems, then exosystems, which was unsurprising 

given that ceremonies were included in participants’ proximal environments, as were 
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other local sites of socialization like parents and peers (Markstrom, 2011). Dawn 

provides an example of a representation of Ceremonies & Rituals in her narrative, in 

which ceremony is not merely a site of development, but it is also a mechanism for 

connecting to ancestors and traditions: 

“Deep within myself, I was searching for something that I knew, but could not 
define; that I understand today as the connection of our ancestors through blood 
memory. I realized I found what I was looking for when I went through ceremony, 
and that was the connection to our ancestors and traditional way of life. My 
prayers were answered by support through programs in the community and our 
people who truly believed in our culture and traditions. I started going to 
ceremony more, and through the creator, our ancestors, helpers and relatives, my 
healing journey had begun.” 
 

Indeed, the developmental potential of ceremony is enhanced through Dawn’s 

understanding of it as a way of life, thus, providing her with the framework for 

constructing a new life as a part of her trauma recovery. Ceremonies are not simply a 

cultural practice, but a conduit for uncovering spiritual meanings of existence that were 

well established before Dawn’s lifetime through her ancestors; that she felt, but was 

unable to make sense of until ceremony.6 Dawn further unpacks the meaning of her 

ancestors and blood memory that was made possible by ceremony, stating, “They have 

walked beside me and helped me heal. And as I do that, I'm building my own resiliency 

for future generations. Today I realize my past trauma does not define who I am and I 

can make my own choices, and I can have a good life and live it.” This is similar to 

Alyxis’s narrative from the beginning of the manuscript, in which she is exposed to the 

                                                
6 In speaking to me about this phenomenon, Laiel Baker-DeKrey (Neuta Hidatsa), PhD, imagined this to be like the 
time portal (i.e., the translucent tube) that comes out of the chest of Jake Gyllenhaal’s character in the movie Donnie 
Darko. In our conversation, we talked about individuals’ having these sort of historical-cultural time portals in their 
chests that extend backwards into the past and guide them forward into their futures, and become intertwined with the 
historical-cultural portals of others in everyday interactions. I have thought about this conversation often and though I 
have not developed these thoughts into a coherent whole, the imagery of a historical-cultural time portal emanating 
from people’s chests can help us understand the felt sense individuals have in their core of their histories and cultures, 
which is there to make meaning of. Seemingly, this felt sense transcends another temporal, physical, and spiritual plane 
and can be accessed in ours, which for Dawn, occurs through ceremony.  
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meaning of Native culture - that is, spirituality. Consequently, shifting her worldview, as 

she states “The way I view the world both physically and spiritually. The meaning of 

family and the circle of life. Mino Bimaadiziwin! I finally felt like I fit, had somewhere to 

belong, and a whole new family. I could feel the healing of my ancestors as I grew.” 

Engaging with shared understandings of Religion & Spirituality provided Dawn 

and Alyxis with the means to establish a new way of life and understanding themselves in 

the world as adults. Indeed, Religion & Spirituality has been described as a powerful 

cultural resource for Native peoples, which Native peoples in urban areas have great 

interest in accessing (Hartmann & Gone, 2012). While this sort of spiritual growth was 

common in adulthood among participants in the present study, other participants 

described their path to spirituality occuring much earlier in life as a result of parents and 

family members teaching them, or who had early rearing on reservations. Take 

Gabrielle's narrative for example, in which she describes a representation of Sacred 

Medicines - that is, the sacred plant of the black bear fern.  

“While growing up, whenever my father wanted to teach us things, he would ask 
us ‘Do you want to take a walk?’ And we would go outside in the forest in Red 
Cliff. We would jump over trees and look at different plants. He would explain to 
us what it meant to be bear clan. One plant he always told us about was called a 
bear fern. It was made from the footprints of black bears - wherever they step, a 
new fern grows. When the black bear walks around the forest, the plant goes 
where they do. The plant is supposed to guide us, remind us of our relatives, and 
show us that they are watching over us. When we see the fern, we say thank you, 
and we think of those spirits who are protecting us. 
  
Even though my grandma didn't take part in these walks, she also taught me how 
to appreciate nature and the place we call home. She had a raspberry patch, and 
during the summer she would take me and my brother to go picking. I would walk 
around drenched in sweat from the hot summer weather, balancing a bowl bigger 
than my body in one arm, reaching for the berries with the other. My hands were 
rubbed raw from the thorns. My fingers are still stained red. We would go home, 
and sit in the kitchen and help her make raspberry pie. She would explain to us 
the importance of these berries, and how they feed us and the bears. We would 
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always save some berries on the bush for our relatives. Even today when we go 
outside during raspberry season she says ‘Be careful. Watch for the black bears. 
They are out now that it is raspberry season to fill up their tummies like you guys 
do. Look out for their ferns. Remember their spirits, and they will guide you. 
Especially during this time of year.’ Now I think of my full belly and my red 
fingertips whenever I see a black bear fern. I think of my family. Of my relatives. I 
feel them. Even if I am not on the reservation.” 
 

Gabrielle’s early childhood experiences were imbued with messages about what it means 

to be bear clan, and subsequently, Ojibwe. Similar to the other Religion & Spirituality 

representations, shared conceptualizations of sacred plants connected participants to 

several other forms of life through relationality and reciprocity (Cajete, 2001; Walters et 

al., 2011a) - enriching what and who is included in their personal ecologies, as well as the 

nature of their role within them (cf. traditional ecological knowledge; Berkes, 1993).  

 Systems & Institutions. More often, there were Systems & Institutions 

representations in participants’ digital story narratives (M = 1.38, SD = 1.91), which were 

most frequently found in exosystems, followed by microsystems. Similar to what was 

mentioned before about exosystems, these are often larger, institutions that reflect the 

societal structure of the dominant culture. Thus, it is unsurprising that participants were 

often sent messages from them about how they ought to be in the world, which likely 

trickle down to microsystems for dissemination in their immediate environments (Fish & 

Syed, 2018). For instance, in reference to Stereotypes, Imagery, & Media, Teague 

accounts how the media’s portrayals of Native peoples affected her self-understanding 

during a school field trip:  

“I remember at a really young age seeing Plains Indians on a field trip, with 
bows and arrows. I did not identify with that imagery at all, but everyone said 
they were Native American. I thought to myself, ‘Maybe I'm not Native American 
then.’” 
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Teague’s narrative account overwhelmingly corresponds to the experimental findings of 

the effect of limited and narrow cultural representations on Native peoples’ identities 

(Leavitt et al., 2015). As mentioned earlier, stereotypical and monolithic representations 

of Native peoples can constrain their abilities to construct multidimensional identities and 

overlook the complexities of Indigenous peoples’ identity configurations (Fryberg et al., 

2008). Teague continues to tease this apart herself:  

“Indigenous identity is immensely complicated. I don't wear signifiers to express 
my identity, like feathers or beads or tribal prints, because I'm very comfortable 
and I know who I am. But it does make me uncomfortable when people tell me 
‘You're Native American? I thought you were just really tan! You don't act 
Native.’ I really question how people know how Indigenous people ‘are supposed 
to act’ if they don't know any Indigenous people personally.[...] To be honest, I 
don't know what they expect or what stereotypes they are waiting for, but when 
they see how much I am like them it must defamiliarize them somehow.” 
 

Indeed, Teague describes the tension that being a full and authentic Indigenous person is 

met with in interpersonal interactions when Native peoples are not represented as such in 

broader society (Steinfeldt et al., 2018; Burkley et al., 2017). Moreover, her account 

illustrates the intricacies with which such interactions are bound up with racism (Fish & 

Syed, 2019), affirming its position in the Systems & Institutions theme. While some 

participants point to similar experiences with stereotypes in their narrative accounts, 

others reclaim stereotypical images as a representation of their experiences, such as 

Courtney:  

“My ma was the best. So wise, so strong - and her cooking! You know that ‘Smoke 
Signals’ movie where Arlene rips her magical fry bread in half? And how wise 
and kind the Grandmother Willow Tree was in ‘Pocahontas’? Oh, and even the 
tough love and say what’s on her mind ‘Madea’ kind of vibe? That's pretty much 
my mom.” 
 

It can be contended that Courtney is limited to representations like Arlene from Smoke 

Signals and Grandmother Willow from Pocahontas because those are of the few well-
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known depictions of Native peoples in film (Fryberg et al., 2008). However, in authoring 

her story, Courtney seems to creatively select this constellation of characters, to not just 

add more nuance and depth to her description of her mother, but to tap into a shared 

understanding of these characters and leverage them for the purposes of her story (Cahill, 

2011). Thus, Native peoples seem to work within the limited confines of Stereotypes, 

Imagery, & Media representations to re-imagine and re-claim the meaning of them to 

their liking.   

 Identity & Belonging. Representations of Identity & Belonging were also 

common features of participants’ digital story narratives (M = 1.21, SD = 1.30). Identity 

& Belonging representations were found most often in microsystems, which is to be 

expected as sub-themes  included participants’ and story character’s tribes, appearance, 

and pride, among others. Given the intra- and interpersonal context of this theme, it 

follows that it appeared more in intimate sites of development. This is described in 

Donovan’s narrative with his siblings, as well as between his father and the White Earth 

Nation, wherein Appearance provides a powerful prescription of who is accepted as a 

Native person: 

“Life was not great while I was growing up due to my complexion and how I 
looked with curly blond hair. I was called the sheriff's kid and at times, the milk 
man's kid. I was teased almost every day by my brothers and sisters due to the 
fact that I didn't look like an Indian.” 
 

While Donovan does not describe messages he received about what an Indian should 

look like, he does describe being sent messages about what an Indian does not look like - 

him. While he was sent this message from his siblings, he was also sent this message 

from witnessing interactions between his father and the White Earth Nation.  
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“Within the Indian community, I have found that the smaller picture within the 
bigger picture needs to be addressed by taking a look at how our people look at 
the Natives who don't or won't accept the Indian that looks like he is a White man. 
I recall how bad it was when my dad and I went ricing in White Earth on the big 
rice lake. At that time, it was a controlled lake and two Natives from the security 
patrol asked my dad if he was an Indian because the lake was closed to Whites 
and open only to Indians. It was hard and not the type of thing we needed to 
hear.” 
 

Indeed, much of Donovan’s narrative emphasizes a pervasive lack of belonging and 

acceptance due to his appearance. Not only was Donovan sent explicit messages about 

his appearance, but the reverse also seemed to occur, in which his appearance sent 

messages to others about who he is (i.e., not an Indian). Just as representations send 

messages about how to belong to a cultural group, it also sends messages about how to 

not belong, which in Donovan’s case, is to be of a certain appearance. While there is 

limited empirical research on Native peoples’ appearance, other findings have suggested 

that features like skin color and hair have implications for how typical or atypical 

individuals feel in comparison to others from their ethnic group (Mitchell et al., 2018), 

which representations are the basis for determining. An example of how appearance can 

dictate one’s sense of belonging in a broader societal context can be seen in Erin’s 

narrative:  

“I have been discriminated against simply because of the way I look and not 
because of my character. Someone once told me to go back to my country, but I 
feel sorry for that person because they don't understand.” 
 

While Erin does not provide a description of her appearance in her story, she includes 

several images of herself in her digital story, suggesting that having a darker complexion 

can also have implications for how to not belong according to the dominant culture. 

However, through a shared understanding of what it means to be an Indigenous woman, 
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Erin describes the intrapsychic means that she weathers racism through, which is 

depicted through a Gender & Sexuality representation in her narrative: 

“The challenge of an Indigenous woman will always be difficult but I always 
remember that I come from a long history of women who endured, women who 
overcame, women who never gave up, women who made my existence possible. 
For them and the women coming after me, I will find peace in this chaotic world 
through the things that matter: Love, forgiveness, gratitude, patience and faith. 
My journey is not over yet and my story has just begun.” 
 

Seemingly, other’s ascribed meanings about Native peoples’ appearance has the potential 

to influence the meaning individuals construct about themselves. Erin’s narrative 

suggests that self-relevant representations (e.g., ethnicity, gender; Covarrubias & 

Fryberg, 2015) like a mutual understanding of what it means to be a Diné women can 

serve as a buffer for discrimination and racism, which is consistent with the ethnic 

identity literature (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). While Erin was exposed to self-relevant 

representations through various proximal sites of development in her narrative,7 Donovan 

was not - however, he was able to challenge shared understandings of what an Indian 

looks like and begin to re-imagine himself in context through OrigiNatives.   

Spaces & Places. Consistent with the psychological literature on Native peoples’ 

identities (Lysne & Levy, 1997; Syed & Fish, 2018, Tachine et al., 2016; Wendt & Gone, 

2012), Spaces & Places and Identity & Belonging were interrelated themes, given the 

significance of place-based identities among Native peoples. Across participants’ digital 

story narratives, there was almost one Spaces & Places representation per narrative (M = 

.90, SD = 1.16). Spaces & Places representations were commonly found in microsystems, 

as Spaces & Places were often proximal sites of development that in addition, were 

imbued with cultural meaning for Native peoples. For Summer, who describes herself as 
                                                
7 Erin’s digital story can be viewed at https://umn-latis.github.io/digital-stories/ according to the corresponding website 
legend in Figure 8.  
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a suburban Native, her engagement with a Native Spaces representation (i.e., the Dakota 

Language Program) enabled her to “learn more about what it meant to be Dakota.” She 

describes this, in part, here: 

“The most influential part of my college experience though has been the Dakota 
language classes. This class really provided the basis for me to get out of my shell 
and learn more about what it meant to be Dakota. I can remember that in high 
school, I was always very shy and quiet, always felt anxious. I guess on further 
reflection, this could have been due to how I grew up. It was dysfunctional and I 
didn’t realize it until later. As far as school went, I felt alienated based on my skin 
tone and heritage; being the only Native person at school was isolating.” 
 

While the Dakota Language Program is an actual proximal site of development that is 

infused with micro-representations like language (Horse, 2005), creation stories 

(Markstrom, 2011), and land-based knowledge (Walters et al., 2011a), it is ascribed 

additional meaning by Summer. In placing her experiences in a broader constellation of 

shared cultural knowledge in the Dakota Language Program, Summer constructs an 

understanding of the program as a historical-cultural repository of connection and self-

discovery (Adler & McAdams, 2007). This is similar in Mo’s narrative, who describes 

Kateri Residence as a representation of Native Spaces that not only guided them towards 

new possibilities for personhood, but also provided them with a shared understanding of 

how to do so as two-spirit: 

“I knew I wanted to be myself. I decided to be sober, prayed for guidance, and 
was led to recovery with my stay at Kateri Residence. I followed the program 
which included 20 hours of self-care a week, AA, therapy, cultural teachings and 
events, and a thriving GLBT community. I found home and a place to love myself 
- a genderqueer, two-spirit, boi-femme, nehiyaw iskwew. I continue to strive to be 
a better Mo each day.” 
 

The Kateri Resident was a well-established temporary housing organization for Native 

women recovering from substance use in Minneapolis. Kateri was an actual place that 

connected Mo to shared understandings of cultural teachings to guide them as a two-spirit 
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person (“I wouldn't know the power of praying with tobacco, I wouldn't know that 

beading and regalia making is soothing to the soul. That drumming would free me to 

grieve, or that dancing in regalia was attainable for me in my genderqueer self”), which 

is a vital feature of urban-indigenous therapeutic landscapes (Wendt & Gone, 2012). 

However, Kateri was also a representation in and of itself of sobriety, self-love, and 

acceptance - and possibilities for a new way of life.8 Through narratives such as 

Summer’s and Mo’s, we can see that ecologies of representations are complex when 

participants construct personal meanings of Spaces & Places that are often containers for 

a myriad of cultural symbols (Hall et al., 2013; Markstrom, 2011).  

 Ways of Knowing & Being. Representations of Ways of Knowing & Being 

occurred most often in participants’ digital story narratives (M  = 1.97, SD = 2.03) and to 

a greater extent than other cultural representations. Indeed, Ways of Knowing & Being 

were abundant with cultural signifiers that were generative of participants’ self-

understanding as Native peoples. Ways of Knowing & Being representations were found 

to a near equal extent in proximal and distal sites of development, which can be 

understood through the finding that participants often spoke about Native peoples at 

large, which were counted as exosystems, with smaller, direct interactions with Native 

communities counted as microsystems. Given that Ways of Knowing & Being were 

frequently endorsed for representations, several examples are reviewed here to provide a 

sense of the richness of the theme. There are several accounts of Art, Music, & Dance 

representations, and in particular, of the drum. Michael’s narrative includes a rather 

powerful account of what his drum means to him: 

                                                
8  Mo’s digital story can be viewed at https://umn-latis.github.io/digital-stories/ according to the corresponding website 
legend in Figure 8.  
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“After I graduated and came back to Minnesota, I let a brother borrow the drum. 
Years later, I realized the significance and importance of the drum and asked for 
it back. This particular drum tells a story, not only mine, but the person who made 
it. It also tells a story of Sherman Indian School, which was once Sherman 
Institute, where culture was once stripped, beaten and whipped out of children. 
The drum is many things - along with a symbol of cultural preservation and 
healing, wounds of today, yesteryear, and hundreds of years in the past. Not only 
in my life, but for all people who went to Sherman Indian School historically. It’s 
no different than all other drums that can revitalize and reshape one's foundation 
of identity and spiritual essence and healing. I just wanted to be a part of 
something in this life, a tribeless, homeless person that was granted acceptance, 
and out of it came this drum. Even though I didn't get the big money from Lower 
Sioux [Indian Community], this drum feels like a million dollars. If the house 
burned down, the one thing I would grab is this drum. Even though I was asked to 
leave the White Earth Urban Office, I still hum Ojibwe tunes. This drum is my 
Indianness, my enrollment, my identity. It ensures my healing in my family, it 
ensures my tribal identity, it ensures my happiness and spirituality in a world 
where even spiritually seems hierarchical now. This is a true testimony to how a 
drum could make a person feel whole. This drum is all I need. The colonial idea 
of blood quantum and the hierarchical idea of who’s Indian and who’s not has 
been a battle for me, but this drum is a trophy and a victory. It makes me feel like 
I'm a part of something, and most importantly, a part of the Sherman family, the 
wonderful magical place with palm trees and destiny. The place who accepted a 
wretch like me when no one else would. I’m forever in gratitude. In a world where 
I'm technically not even Native American, I received this miraculous token. 
Whatever this drum may mean to me, there is no doubt that it’s a story of true 
resilience and fortitude that can only be Indigenous.” 
 

Michael’s rich description of his drum is a compelling account of the story that a drum 

can tell. When Michael weaves his own personal narrative and that of the drum together, 

the end result is a cohesive narrative that, as he describes, gives him a sense of 

wholeness. Seemingly, an intimate relationship with the drum - such as that of Michael’s 

- can transcend the limitations imposed by institutional structures, such as tribal 

enrollment and blood quantum regulations. Though tribes do govern who is eligible for 

tribal enrollment as sovereign nations (Gone & Trimble, 2012), the origins of blood 

quantum that some tribes use to determine tribal enrollment, such as Michael’s tribes, can 

be traced back to the laws of the Thirteen Colonies (Spruhan, 2006), and have real 
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implications for individuals’ identities (Hamill, 2003). Despite this, Michael constructs 

an understanding of his indigeneity in which he understands him and his drum as not just 

resisting, but refusing to engage with colonial notions of Native identities (Simpson, 

2014).9 Indeed, empirical research has demonstrated that relationships with the drum can 

strengthen Native identities (Schweigman et al., 2011), which is also reflected in Barb’s 

narrative through her own understanding of what the drum means to her:  

“The pow wow is significant for me. My birth family have all shared this cultural 
activity, as well as my family. The color, the pageantry, the dancing, the fry bread 
odors, meeting and greeting family and friends. All wonderful! But, the most 
significant part for me is the drum. The drumming and singing. The first time I 
heard the singing and felt the drum, they were occurring in combination. It had a 
visceral, hair-raising effect on me. I had goosebumps all over my body, my brain 
was trying to explode and trying to take in all the nervous messages it was 
receiving. I was in the hall at the University of Minnesota, Duluth and the gym 
doors were open. The sound and rhythm l heard was coming through and echoing 
in the hallway. I was transported. I was almost afraid to go into the gym. I really 
can't explain the affect nor effect. I just know it was another DNA moment. I was 
experiencing the ancient cultural connection with my ancestors. My people were 
part of me and I was part of them. I am so, so invigorated by my cultural 
connection. It makes me glad to be alive. I need to share these thoughts with my 
family.” 
 

Similar to Religion & Spirituality, the drum is a conduit for a greater cultural connection 

for Barb - whether it be to ancestors, another place in time, or a spiritual realm of 

existence. Indeed, relational epistemologies and ontologies describe some Native peoples 

as having interdependent connections with ancestors and the future, as well as the 

spiritual and physical world (Walters et al., 2011a; Walters et al., 2011b). As Barb notes, 

the drum transports her from one to the other in moments; from the present to the past 

and back again with the memory of her ancestors in tow. Among other participants, 

Melody describes a similar experience when hearing the drum for the first time, which 

                                                
9 Michael’s digital story, titled “The Sherman Miracle” can be accessed on YouTube: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A6iMkZAx88E  
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transported her to a place that felt like home: “I felt the drums beating in my heart, and 

all the way to my soul at my first powwow. I felt like I was coming home for the first 

time.” 

Other Ways of Knowing & Being representations include Language & Names, 

which served as a guiding force for several participants, including Vaughn: 

“As a young boy, my naming ceremony was held in the Little Rocky Mountains on 
the Fort Belknap Indian reservation. My aunt was strangling pups in the tool 
shed, my father’s father was in prayer for the ceremony and pup soup was on the 
grill. The naming ceremony had honored me with the name, Thunder Sing, the 
protector, named after my great, great, grandfather’s shield. In my 20s and 30s, I 
found myself protesting all over the U.S. and in the Caribbean. My mother had 
called me once and after some conversation, she said, “You know, everything 
you’ve done in your life has been to protect others, you’ve really lived up to your 
name: Thunder Sing, the Protector.” I reflected and I was astounded when I had 
looked back at all the things I had done.” 
 

Naming ceremonies often refer to the process of prescribing spiritual identities to 

recipients (Duran, 2019). For Vaughn, his naming ceremony connected him to his great, 

great grandfather - Buffalo Bull Lodge - the narrative of whom has been a subject of 

psychological inquiry (Gone, 2006b) Indeed, Gone (2006b) has suspected that Bull 

Lodge’s life narrative was constructed with the intention that it's supernatural properties 

would reverberate throughout future generations and be highly generative. With this in 

mind, it was all the more compelling to see the ways in which Vaughn’s name - Thunder 

Sing, the Protector - allowed his and his ancestor’s life experiences to merge across two 

distinct planes of existence. In a sense, Vaughn’s life was a function of his great, great, 

grandfather’s shield. Additional Ways of Knowing & Being representations that were not 

captured by the sub-themes included humor and storytelling.  

 Working & Advocacy. Though the least common cultural representation, when 

Working & Advocacy representations did occur, they were nonetheless meaningful. 
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Accordingly, these representations were often found in microsystems, since an 

individual’s life work is proximal to and a salient feature of their ecology. Take Eileen 

for example, who understands her grassroots movement as a way to heal women in the 

community through culture:  

“I had gone into a shelter for battered women for the first time in 1973. This was 
my first exposure to women's rights, women's freedom and women's justice. As I 
mopped the floor of the shelter, there was a meeting with women’s advocates 
upstairs. I thought to myself, “I want to be upstairs in a meeting and not mopping 
the damn floor.” So I worked with three other women and co-founded Women of 
Nations, a grassroots group of Native women working to end domestic violence 
against Native women. We’ve trained over 360 Native women to be advocates. 
Throughout my life, I’ve been pulled to address sexual assault and domestic 
violence. In earlier days, I was the only one willing to discuss it. It was clear that 
our Native people weren’t ready to talk about it, and still aren’t today. The 
change that’s happening is happening through community. The women in our 
community are going to make a difference. In my last stage of life, that’s where 
my efforts are, with our women and healing the community through culture.” 
 

Like Eileen, participants who endorsed Working & Advocacy representations often 

discussed working in terms of meaningful community engaged efforts towards healing, 

reclamation, and revitalization, rather than in capitalistic terms (i.e., money for services). 

In Mike’s narrative, he juxtaposes these work orientations against one another:  

“As for myself, after completing my PhD and all of the accolades that come with 
advanced degrees, I could have very easily assumed the guise of a university 
professor, removed from my people attempting to educate whichever ones 
miraculously made it into my classroom. That is success according to the mindset 
of our colonizer. Instead, I took a pay cut to return to my home community, to 
help out with the education of our children, in OUR language, for OUR survival- 
that is success from an Anishinaabe perspective.” 
 

For Mike, his understanding of his career is the opposite of what attaining a doctoral 

degree often entails (i.e., entering the professoriate), and rather, is a representation to him 

of a way to contribute to the needs of a larger collective - such as language education for 
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children. Thus, shared meanings of Working & Advocacy can be understood as 

opportunities to engage in community building.  

 Trauma. Representations of Trauma were also common in participants’ narratives 

(M = 1.13, SD = 1.34), including Historical Trauma and Healing & Resilience. 

Additionally, Trauma representations were often found in exosystems, which can be 

understood through the broader institutional structures participants endorsed at this level. 

For some participants, there were instances in which Historical Trauma representations 

occurred on their own, such as in Kathryn’s narrative: 

“After [my brother] was born, [my mom] took him to be baptized at the Lutheran 
Church in Cass Lake, MN. This was shortly after the government stopped paying 
[bounties] for scalps of Indian men, women and children. The government had 
put a price on the scalps of all Indians. In small town USA, people still clung to 
these practices. People could not kill another person, but they could kill a savage 
who did not have a soul. Ignorance was rampant in small towns. In 1934, the 
Lutheran pastor told [my mom] that Indians do not have souls, so he does not 
baptize Indians. She was devastated. This colored the lives of all the subsequent 
children. [My brother] could not be buried in a Christian cemetery because he 
was not baptized. Therefore, [he] was buried along the railroad tracks in Bena, 
Minnesota. This was devastating for my mother and clouded the lives of all her 
children.” 
 

Later in her narrative, Kathryn describes how “history repeated” when her father could 

not be buried because his birth certificate and adoption paperwork were missing. While 

Historical Trauma is a representation of a shared cultural experience of Native peoples, it 

also provided a framework for Kathryn to understand - and limit - her own experiences 

to, as she ends her narrative with the question “Who am I?” Indeed, understanding her 

sense of self as a whole person seems to be constrained through her family's shared 

understanding of Historical Trauma.  



 108 

At other times, Historical Trauma and Healing & Resilience representations 

occurred simultaneously, which seemed to have an emancipatory effect on individuals 

(Burnette & Figley, 2016). Take Erin’s narrative for instance: 

“Indigenous people have suffered hardship but we are still here. We were 
massacred but I am still here. Our culture has been raped but I am still here. We 
will still be here in the years to come because I forgive because I love. Strength is 
not why we are still here, it is because we were given the peace by the Creator to 
endure the troubles of this world.” 
 

Similar to what was previously mentioned about Erin’s narrative, understanding herself 

through the collective experiences of Indigenous peoples contextualizes her present day 

experiences, but also invites her to examine possibilities for her future persistence - 

which stands in contrast to Kathryn’s story. This a similar trend seen in Serena’s 

narrative, who speaks to a representation of Historical Trauma, but also of Healing & 

Resilience: 

“The largest influence on what I do today is knowing my dad was beat in school 
for speaking the Ojibwe language at the age of six. The reason why this is the 
most influential to me is that, if my father was literally beat for speaking our 
language, and nearly fifty-five years later, his daughter is learning the language, 
and pursuing her education to become a licensed Ojibwe teacher, then I broke the 
cycle. I hold this at such a high regard because it truly shows the pure strength of 
Ojibwe culture and language, but at the same time, it gives me so much strength 
within my identity as an Ojibwe person. What I'd like people to know based off of 
my story is that you can have everything: culture, identity, and education.” 
 

While Serena’s understanding of Historical Trauma in her family informed her 

motivations for pursuing Ojibwe language revitalization, pursuing this endeavor is a 

representation in itself of the strength of Ojibwe people, as she articulates.10 Additionally, 

Marcie, who is aware of the tension associated with narratives of Historical Trauma, 

                                                
10 Serena’s digital story can be viewed at https://umn-latis.github.io/digital-stories/ according to the corresponding 
website legend in Figure 8.  
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describes the enduring limitations it thrusts on Native communities in the absence of 

Healing & Resilience: 

“The presence of unhealed historical trauma impacts me as I see our community 
hurt by the cycle of trauma - both external like the high number of missing and 
murdered women and also how we ourselves continue to behave in so many 
dysfunctional ways. My intention for us would be that we could begin to see that 
we are more resilient than our trauma.”11 

 
Thus, while Indigenous historical trauma can be constraining for some, it can be 

empowering and liberating for others who can access a broader understanding of the 

concept, catapulting them on a journey of healing their present selves and collective past 

(Brave Heart, 1998, 2000; Gone, 2009).  

Research Question 2: How do Urban Native Peoples Internalize and Resist the 

Aforementioned Cultural Representations? 

If common historical representations are of Family & Ancestors and common 

cultural representations are of Ways of Knowing and Being, what are the processes 

through which Native peoples engage with these representations and others to form a 

sense of self? Because historical and cultural representations convey shared meanings of 

cultural phenomena, the present study was able to use the master narrative model of 

identity development to better understand how participants engage with representations 

conveying master or dominant narratives of Native peoples, and representations 

conveying alternative or counter narratives when forming their individual identities 

(McLean & Syed, 2015). Results for the extent to which participants elaborated on 

master narratives and alternative narratives are described below, in addition to 

participants’ positive and negative meaning making (see Table 7 for descriptive 

statistics).  
                                                
11 Marcie’s digital story can also be viewed at https://umn-latis.github.io/digital-stories/ as per Figure 8.  
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Master and Alternative Narratives  

In the present study, Native peoples elaborated on master narratives to a 

somewhat greater degree (M = 3.03, SD = 1.00) than alternative narratives (M = 2.73, SD 

= 1.18). In addition, there were more participants who expanded on master narratives 

(89%) than alternative narratives (78.1%) in their stories. These findings correspond with 

the master narrative model, which describes master narratives as enduring features of 

society that illustrate how one should be a member of their cultural group (McLean & 

Syed, 2015). Additionally, elaborating on master narratives required participants to 

engage with both historical and cultural representations. This is evidenced by the results 

of partial correlations controlling for word count, which indicated master narrative 

elaboration was positively associated with historical (r = .28, p < .05) and cultural 

representations (r = .38, p < .01). Indeed, this can be seen in Rory’s narrative, in which he 

engages with both historical and cultural representations that are functions of dominant 

storylines of Native peoples: 

“I believed the pop culture view that American Indians gave way to a better way 
of living. Not knowing the real history of the Americas until going to college, I 
accepted the status quo. I wore a Cleveland Indians hat with a sense of pride and 
authenticity, as if I was one of few people that could wear the hat with honor. I 
thought the “End of the Trail” image was cool because it was an Indian on a 
horse that sacrificed for the greater good. I was brainwashed, assimilated and 
thoroughly colonized.” 
 

This was a common trend in participants’ digital story narratives; for participants to 

unpack their historical and cultural understanding of Native peoples simultaneously. For 

Rory, his story begins with his past orientation to a common understanding of Native 

peoples - a Stereotypes, Imagery, & Media representation - that positions them as 

complicit participants in the settlement of North America. Moreover, he describes the 
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effect endorsing this dominant narrative had on him, from what he found acceptable in 

society to his personal understanding of what it meant to be a Native person. Through his 

account, he nests his understanding in an enduring and common historical narrative of 

Native peoples that is further reflected in contemporary portrayals of Native peoples in 

the media. While more participants engaged with master narratives than alternative 

narratives, there was still a large proportion who elaborated on alternative narratives. For 

instance, while Rory starts his story with his previous understanding of Native peoples, 

his narrative shifts when he learns about “the genocide of Native peoples in the 

Americas”, inspiring his work as an artist in which he “humanizes us in the context of 

21st century peoples.”12 Like Rory’s narrative, master narratives and alternative 

narratives had a strong, positive relationship with one another (r = .56, p < .01), which 

was true when both controlling and not controlling for word count. In other words, 

participants elaborating on master narratives tended to elaborate on alternative narratives. 

Take Kirby’s narrative for example: 

“I grew up for most of my life in Saint Paul, Highland Park, but I spent summers 
and the weekends at my parents who lived in Saint Paul, Frogtown. These two 
neighborhoods are in the same city but very different. Highland park is a quiet 
and predominantly White neighborhood. Like every place, it has its pluses and 
minuses. On one hand, we could leave the door open - unlocked to our house - 
and not have to worry about anything being stolen. I could ride my bike from one 
side of town to the other and not have to worry about my safety. I made a lot of 
friends and felt very much a part of the community. On the other hand, I was 
looked at and treated differently than my peers by my friends’ parents and even 
neighbors. At times I was told, “Go back to your own neighborhood you rat.” I 
guess at times it just seemed like the norm. I got used to it. Frogtown was 
completely opposite. It was a predominantly Black neighborhood. So in some 
aspects, it was easier. People looked, talked and walked like me. But also, it had 
its downsides. This is the place where I got into my first fight. The neighborhood 
is not a very safe place. We had to be on the stoop by sun down. Growing up, I 
played multiple sports in both communities. Can you believe I never played a 

                                                
12 Rory’s digital story can be viewed at https://umn-latis.github.io/digital-stories/ according to the corresponding 
website legend in Figure 8.  
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sport with another Native American? I guess you can say that was a very clear 
depiction on Native American presence in both neighborhoods. Neither 
neighborhood had very much knowledge or care about Native American culture. 
But that's okay, because inside of my home I was getting a full dose of culture. 
From going to pow wows, ceremonies, and cultural events, I felt like I had 
everything I needed to be me. Since I could remember, I’ve been very proud of 
who I am. I always felt like I had to represent my people. Any chance I've had to 
show off my culture, I have. I’ve danced at every talent show. I've brought in 
something from my culture to every show-and- tell. When I wear my beadwork 
and my Native American clothing, I wear it proudly. When I hear our music, it 
makes the hairs on my arm stand up and gives me this feeling that only my culture 
can give me. I feel grateful and privileged to be raised by my culture.” 
 
Similar to Rory’s story, Kirby elaborates on the neighborhoods he grew up in, and 

the master narratives each contain. Although through different mechanisms, both 

neighborhoods sent him a message about the extent to which Native peoples and their 

cultures are included within broader societal structures, like urban areas. Indeed, a 

common misconception is that most Native peoples live on reservations, when in fact, 

over half live in an urban setting (Ramirez, 2007; Urban Indian Health Institute, 2012). 

As Kirby describes, this master narrative effectively erases Native peoples and their 

cultures from the urban landscape (Ramirez, 2007). However, Kirby resists this limited 

notion of Nativeness by engaging with representations of Native peoples that contrast 

with it. Through a full dose of pow wows, ceremonies, dancing, and beadwork, Kirby 

describes the necessary makings for him to be able to develop a full sense of self, while at 

the same time, establishing Native peoples as a resounding feature of urban centers.13 

Like Kirby’s narrative, elaborating on alternative narratives often requires elaborating on 

master narratives to an extent (McLean et al., 2017), since alternative narratives are 

constructed in contrast to dominant storylines (McLean & Syed, 2015). Indeed, there 

were far fewer participants (3%) who elaborated more on alternative narratives (score > 
                                                
13 Kirby’s digital story can be viewed at https://umn-latis.github.io/digital-stories/ according to the corresponding 
website legend in Figure 8.  
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2) and less on master narratives (score < 3), and more than half of the sample (55%) 

elaborated on master and alternative narratives to a similar extent (scores > 2). 

Additionally, partial correlations controlling for word count indicated participants who 

elaborated on alternative narratives tended to do so in reference to cultural 

representations (r = .36, p < .01), though not historical representations. Taken together, 

these findings suggest that engaging with alternative notions of Nativeness necessitates 

engaging with dominant notions too, which is consistent with other empirical findings 

(McLean et al., 2017).  

Of those who did elaborate on - or gave more “airtime” - to alternative narratives 

in their stories, most (93%) felt connected to other people who shared their deviation 

from the master narrative. On average, participants felt a strong connection to others 

sharing their alternative narrative (M = 2.55, SD = .63). This was also supported by the 

results of the partial correlations, which indicated a strong, positive association between 

alternative narrative elaboration and group connection (r = .49, p < .01), which was 

similar when not controlling for word count. One salient example of this sense of 

connection can be seen in Maria’s narrative, where she describes an intergenerational 

trend of cultural disconnect in her family of origin, then engaging in cultural practices 

and establishing a connection with women who share them: 

“Not fitting in either culture was hard as a teenager and a young adult with no 
sense of belonging in either world. I began to practice my culture when I started 
my own healing journey at the age of 34 years, after being diagnosed with lupus 
and leaving a marriage that was filled with domestic violence. Western medicine 
was not able to make me well. I began to meet women in the community and they 
became my sisters. They offered me love, friendship and a safe place to begin my 
healing journey. They brought me to ceremony and taught me cultural practices 
that healed me physically, emotionally, spiritually, and mentally. Without these 
lifeways, I may not have lived.” 
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Master narratives also had a positive association with group connection, albeit, the 

relationship was not as strong (r = .42, p < .01). This could be due to the fact that the 

individuals participants feel connected to also share participants’ developmental 

trajectories of shifting from master to alternative narratives. 

Meaning Making 

Generally, participants engaged in positive meaning making (M = 2.68, SD = .98) 

to a greater extent than negative meaning making (M = 1.64, SD = .86), and most 

participants had positive meaning (86.3%) in their narratives, whereas only 45.2% 

included negative meaning. Take the positive meaning making in Steven’s narrative, who 

pursued higher education to be a substance use counselor after being in jail, treatment, 

and sober houses: 

“I work hard to help others succeed and I am doing my best everyday to make my 
ancestors proud. I go to events in the communities like pow wows and Round 
Dances. I go to ceremonies and gatherings to show support to my community, to 
my elders, to children, and to my people. They say the cure is in the culture; I’ve 
seen it and it helps me to honor the Native American Code of Ethics and cherish 
the Seven Philosophies from The Red Road to Wellbriety. If there is one thing I 
can help others to live a better life, then it will be to remind people that you 
should never be afraid to chase your dreams.” 
 

In reflecting on Lakota and Lakota-revered leaders, Steven pursued higher education and 

various leadership positions to be a role model for Native peoples like Crazy Horse and 

Red Cloud did for him. The positive meaning he draws from his charted path is seen here 

at the end of his story, in which the healing properties he experienced from cultural 

philosophies becomes a permanent feature of his way of thinking, but also what he thinks 

others are capable of. 

In addition, Native peoples who went into greater detail about master narratives 

engaged in less positive meaning making than those who engaged more with alternative 
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narratives. This is borne out in the finding that only 11% of participants who engaged 

with alternative narratives to a greater extent (score > 2) had less positive meaning (score 

< 3) in their stories. Moreover, 4% of participants who elaborated on alternative 

narratives (score > 2) had more negative meaning (score > 2). This finding can also be 

gleaned from the partial correlations, the results of which suggest positive meaning 

making had a moderate, positive association with alternative narrative elaboration and 

feeling connected to people who share their deviation from the master narrative (r’s = 

.49, p < 01). Seemingly, Native peoples may find more positive meaning when engaging 

with less mainstream views of what it means to be Native. In addition, positive meaning 

making had a positive relationship with cultural representations (r = .23, p < .05), which 

could be due to participants engaging with alternative cultural representations.  

These findings stand in comparison to the 23% of participants who elaborated on 

master narratives (score > 2) and had less positive meaning. Additionally, 12% of 

participants engaged with master narratives to a greater degree (score > 2) and had more 

negative meaning (score > 2). This is consistent with much of the scholarship on 

representations, which has consistently found that engaging with master narratives - or 

limited and narrow cultural representations - results in less positive self-descriptors, less 

self-understanding (Fryberg & Markus, 2003), and lower self-esteem and future 

possibilities (Fryberg et al., 2008). Additionally, partial correlations controlling for word 

count indicated negative meaning had negative, moderate associations with positive 

meaning and group connection. For this latter finding, this indicated that as negative 

meaning increased, group connection decreased, which can be seen this if we return to 

Kathryn’s narrative from earlier: 
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“What happened next is out of a horror story. History repeated! [My father] 
could not be buried because he did not have a valid birth certificate or adoption 
records. After conversing with the BIA, finally after much haggling, everything 
was cleared up and he could be buried. [My father’s] stepfather never adopted 
him. [...] Another trauma for my mother. All [my father’s] records are under his 
stepfather's surname; all my records and my siblings' records are under [his] 
stepfathers surname; my children were born with the wrong surname. With all 
this confusion, who am I?” 
 

In Kathryn’s narrative, she does not elaborate on alternative narratives, and thus, there is 

no opportunity to connect with others because there is no deviation from the master 

narrative, which in her case is Historical Trauma and several Systems & Institutions 

representations. Thus, negative meaning making and limited connections with others 

could be a function of less engagement with alternative narratives.  

There were a near equal proportion of participants who elaborated on master 

(51%) and alternative narratives (47%) and who had more positive meaning (score > 2) in 

their stories. Indeed, participants who elaborated on both master and alternative 

narratives are likely engaged in other identity processes like meaning making to a greater 

degree than those who engage with these narratives less (McLean et al., 2017).  

Differences Between Narrative Processes By Historical and Cultural Representations 

Exploratory analyses were conducted with independent sample t-tests to 

determine if there were mean differences in the aforementioned narrative processes based 

on the historical and cultural representations participants endorsed. The frequencies of 

endorsements for major historical themes were summed into a binary historical 

representation variable (Yes/No) since there were far fewer endorsements in the 

Historical Context and Other categories, however, there were no significant differences 

in narrative processes based on whether or not participants endorsed historical 

representations (see Table 10). 



 117 

In contrast, there were mean differences in narrative processes based on endorsing 

certain cultural representations, which were examined at the level of major themes (see 

Table 11). For instance, Native peoples who endorsed Religion & Spirituality 

representations elaborated on alternative narratives (M = 3.05, SD = 1.01) to a greater 

extent than those without Religion & Spirituality representations (M = 2.33, SD = 1.27), 

t(60.74) = 2.63, p < .01, d = .63. Indeed, this is consistent with research that points to the 

importance of spirituality in Native identities (Markstrom, 2011), as well as research on 

urban Native peoples’ experiences with spirituality (Hartmann & Gone, 2012). As a 

result of urbanization and complex identity formations, some Native peoples may have 

difficulty accessing resources for traditional spiritual teachings that are a prominent 

feature of reservation contexts (Hartmann & Gone, 2012) or engage in spiritual practices 

more variably (Kulis et al., 2012).  Thus, engaging with shared understandings of 

Religion & Spirituality may contrast with what is considered more typical of urban 

Native peoples. Moreover, Native religion was outlawed until the American Indian 

Religious Freedom Act (1978), thus, spirituality was often juxtaposed with this history 

and the Christian legacy of the boarding school era (Reyhner & Eder, 2004) - creating a 

natural alternative narrative. 

Participants who had Systems & Institutions representations in their stories 

engaged in master narrative elaboration to a greater extent (d = .50), and engaged in more 

negative meaning  (d = .68) than participants who did not endorse these representations. 

Given previous findings indicating that Systems & Institutions representations were most  

often found in exosystems - or broader institutional structures that tend to reflect the 

dominant culture - it seems to follow that endorsing these representations necessitates 
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Table 10 
Independent Samples T-Tests for Main Study Variables By Historical Content and 
Representations 
 
  Historical Representations 
Measures  Yes (M, SD) n No (M, SD) n t df d 
NA Enculturation  3.28 (.61) 48 3.11 (.68) 25 1.06 71 .26 
White Enculturation  2.88 (.77) 47 2.64 (.75) 25 1.29 70 .32 
EI Exploration  3.45 (.46) 48 3.34 (.53) 25 .92 71 .22 
EI Commitment  3.60 (.44) 48 3.78 (.30) 25 -1.99 65.91a -.49 
Private Regard  6.50 (.52) 48 6.45 (.89) 25 .24 71 .07 
Public Regard  3.13 (1.25) 48 2.85 (1.03) 25 .96 71 .25 
Historical Loss  4.06 (.83) 48 4.04 (1.15) 25 .07 37.46a .02 
HL Symptoms  2.85 (.79) 48 2.75 (.77) 25 .53 71 .13 
Psych Well-Being  3.38 (.78) 47 3.28 (.72) 25 .53 70 .13 
Psych Distress  2.96 (1.06) 37 2.89 (1.17) 20 .24 55 .06 
Master Narrative  3.15 (.99) 48 2.80 (1.00) 25 1.41 71 .35 
Alt Narrative  2.83 (1.19) 48 2.52 (1.16) 25 1.08 71 .26 
Group Connection  2.63 (.54) 38 2.40 (.75) 20 1.22 29.59a .36 
Positive Meaning  2.75 (.93) 48 2.56 (1.08) 25 .78 71 .19 
Negative Meaning  1.75 (.86) 48 1.44 (.82) 25 1.48 71 .37 
Note. a = Pooled variance due to significant Levene’s test for equality of variances. NA = 
Native American; EI = Ethnic Identity; HL = Historical Loss; Alt = Alternative.  
**p < .01 
*p < .05 
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Table 11 
Independent Samples T-Tests for Main Study Variables By Cultural Content and 
Representations 
 
 Religion & Spirituality Representations 
Measures Yes (M, SD) n No (M, SD) n t df d 
NA Enculturation 3.28 (.72) 40 3.14 (.52) 33 .91 71 .23 
White Enculturation 2.79 (.74) 39 2.81 (.80) 33 -.12 70 -.03 
EI Exploration 3.45 (.49) 40 3.38 (.48) 33 .65 71 .14 
EI Commitment 3.70 (.37) 40 3.61 (.44) 33 .94 71 .22 
Private Regard 6.42 (.82) 40 6.56 (.42) 33 -.94 60.46a -.23 
Public Regard 3.18 (1.26) 40 2.86 (1.06) 33 1.14 71 .28 
Historical Loss 3.92 (1.01) 40 4.21 (.85) 33 -1.32 71 -.31 
HL Symptoms 2.76 (.83) 40 2.89 (.73) 33 -.68 71 -.17 
Psych Well-Being 3.49 (.73) 39 3.17 (.76) 33 1.84 70 .43 
Psych Distress 2.78 (1.15) 31 3.13 (1.00) 26 -1.21 55 -.33 
Master Narrative 3.23 (.86) 40 2.79 (1.11) 33 1.89 71 .45 
Alt Narrative 3.05 (1.01) 40 2.33 (1.27) 33 2.63** 60.74a .63 
Group Connection 2.64 (.59) 36 2.41 (.67) 22 1.37 56 .37 
Positive Meaning 2.88 (.94) 40 2.45 (1.00) 33 1.85 71 .44 
Negative Meaning 1.63 (.74) 40 1.67 (1.00) 33 -.21 71 -.05 
 Systems & Institutions Representations 
 Yes (M, SD) n No (M, SD) n t df d 
NA Enculturation 3.14 (.71) 40 3.31 (.53) 33 -1.11 71 -.27 
White Enculturation 2.92 (.70) 39 2.65 (.82) 33 1.52 70 .36 
EI Exploration 3.32 (.50) 40 3.54 (.43) 33 -2.02* 71 -.47 
EI Commitment 3.63 (.43) 40 3.71 (.37) 33 -.81 71 -.20 
Private Regard 6.41 (.83) 40 6.57 (.39) 33 -1.07 57.81a -.26 
Public Regard 3.37 (1.33) 40 2.64 (.83) 33 2.87** 66.32a .68 
Historical Loss 3.79 (.93) 40 4.36 (.89) 33 -2.68** 71 -.63 
HL Symptoms 2.62 (.86) 40 3.06 (.59) 33 -2.59* 68.95a -.61 
Psych Well-Being 3.23 (.81) 39 3.37 (.69) 33 -.26 70 -.19 
Psych Distress 2.89 (1.19) 30 2.99 (.98) 27 -.36 55 -.09 
Master Narrative 3.25 (.84) 40 2.76 (1.12) 33 2.09* 58.32a .50 
Alt Narrative 2.93 (1.07) 40 2.48 (1.28) 33 1.57 62.61a .38 
Group Connection 2.51 (.66) 35 2.61 (.58) 23 -.56 56 -.16 
Positive Meaning 2.73 (1.01) 40 2.64 (.96) 33 .38 71 .09 
Negative Meaning 1.88 (.99) 40 1.36 (.55) 33 2.79** 62.77a .68 
 Identity & Belonging Representations 
 Yes (M, SD) n No (M, SD) n t df d 
NA Enculturation 3.20 (.58) 52 3.26 (.78) 21 -.36 71 -.09 
White Enculturation 2.81 (.74) 51 2.77 (.84) 21 .18 70 .05 
EI Exploration 3.41 (.48) 52 3.43 (.51) 21 -.14 71 -.04 
EI Commitment 3.67 (.39) 52 3.65 (.43) 21 .14 71 .05 
Private Regard 6.41 (.74) 52 6.66 (.42) 21 -1.42 71 -.43 
Public Regard 3.05 (1.21) 52 3.01 (1.13) 21 .13 71 .03 
Historical Loss 3.99 (.90) 52 4.19 (1.07) 21 -.79 71 -.20 
HL Symptoms 2.79 (.80) 52 2.90 (.75) 21 -.55 71 -.14 
Psych Well-Being 3.43 (.74) 51 3.14 (.76) 21 1.47 70 .39 
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Psych Distress 3.00 (1.14) 41 2.79 (.98) 16 .63 55 .20 
Master Narrative 3.29 (.83) 52 2.38 (1.12) 21 3.37** 29.22a .93 
Alt Narrative 3.10 (1.07) 52 1.81 (.93) 21 4.82** 71 1.29 
Group Connection 2.67 (.56) 46 2.08 (.67) 12 3.13** 56 .96 
Positive Meaning 2.92 (.90) 52 2.10 (.94) 21 3.50** 71 .89 
Negative Meaning 1.60 (.75) 52 1.76 (1.09) 21 -.75 71 -.17 
 Spaces & Places Representations 
 Yes (M, SD) n No (M, SD) n t df d 
NA Enculturation 3.28 (.61) 37 3.16 (.67) 36 .78 71 .19 
White Enculturation 2.83 (.70) 37 2.76 (.83) 35 .37 70 .09 
EI Exploration 3.37 (.48) 37 3.47 (.48) 36 -.88 71 -.21 
EI Commitment 3.64 (.39) 37 3.69 (.42) 36 -.48 71 -.12 
Private Regard 6.60 (.41) 37 6.37 (.84) 36 1.44 50.55a .37 
Public Regard 3.10 (1.26) 37 2.97 (1.11) 36 .46 71 .11 
Historical Loss 3.95 (.80) 37 4.15 (1.08) 36 -.92 71 -.21 
HL Symptoms 2.86 (.76) 37 2.77 (.81) 36 .50 71 .11 
Psych Well-Being 3.41 (.75) 36 3.28 (.76) 36 .75 70 .17 
Psych Distress 3.14 (1.01) 28 2.74 (1.15) 29 1.40 55 .37 
Master Narrative 3.22 (.82) 37 2.83 (1.13) 36 1.65 63.70a .40 
Alt Narrative 3.11 (1.05) 37 2.33 (1.20) 36 2.95** 71 .69 
Group Connection 2.61 (.61) 33 2.48 (.65) 25 .76 56 .21 
Positive Meaning 2.97 (.90) 37 2.39 (.99) 36 2.64** 71 .61 
Negative Meaning 1.73 (.93) 37 1.56 (.77) 36 .87 71 .20 
 Ways of Knowing and Being Representations 
 Yes (M, SD) n No (M, SD) n t df d 
NA Enculturation 3.18 (.65) 63 3.45 (.52) 10 -1.24 71 -.46 
White Enculturation 2.84 (.74) 62 2.53 (.92) 10 1.23 70 .37 
EI Exploration 3.43 (.48) 63 3.30 (.52) 10 .82 71 .26 
EI Commitment 3.67 (.40) 63 3.64 (.41) 10 .17 71 .07 
Private Regard 6.50 (.63) 63 6.32 (.87) 10 .83 71 .24 
Public Regard 3.09 (1.15) 63 2.70 (1.40) 10 .97 71 .31 
Historical Loss 4.06 (.96) 63 4.01 (.92) 10 .15 71 .05 
HL Symptoms 2.82 (.79) 63 2.81 (.77) 10 .04 71 .01 
Psych Well-Being 3.30 (.76) 62 3.60 (.67) 10 -1.16 70 -.42 
Psych Distress 2.94 (1.14) 50 2.93 (.67) 7 .04 11.60a .01 
Master Narrative 3.06 (.93) 63 2.80 (1.40) 10 .58 10.30a .22 
Alt Narrative 2.84 (1.14) 63 2.00 (1.25) 10 2.14* 71 .70 
Group Connection 2.58 (.60) 53 2.20 (.84) 5 1.32 56 .53 
Positive Meaning 2.78 (.96) 63 2.10 (.99) 10 2.07* 71 .70 
Negative Meaning 1.57 (.80) 63 2.10 (1.10) 10 -1.84 71 -.56 
 Work & Advocacy Representations 
 Yes (M, SD) n No (M, SD) n t df d 
NA Enculturation 3.36 (.54) 14 3.19 (.66) 59 .90 71 .28 
White Enculturation 2.82 (.73) 14 2.79 (.78) 58 .12 70 .04 
EI Exploration 3.60 (.42) 14 3.37 (.49) 59 1.60 71 .51 
EI Commitment 3.73 (.34) 14 3.65 (.42) 59 .74 71 .21 
Private Regard 6.49 (.75) 14 6.48 (.65) 59 .05 71 .01 
Public Regard 3.04 (1.29) 14 3.04 (1.17) 59 -.00 71 .00 
Historical Loss 4.13 (.68) 14 4.03 (1.01) 59 .36 71 .12 
HL Symptoms 2.88 (.80) 14 2.80 (.78) 59 .34 71 .10 
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Psych Well-Being 3.60 (.80) 14 3.28 (.74) 58 1.42 70 .42 
Psych Distress 2.92 (1.11) 12 2.94 (1.10) 45 -.08 55 -.02 
Master Narrative 3.50 (.65) 14 2.92 (1.04) 59 2.01* 71 .69 
Alt Narrative 3.21 (1.12) 14 2.61 (1.18) 59 1.74 71 .52 
Group Connection 2.92 (.29) 12 2.46 (.66) 46 3.60** 42.03a .97 
Positive Meaning 3.14 (.77) 14 2.58 (1.00) 59 1.98* 71 .63 
Negative Meaning 1.36 (.75) 14 1.71 (.87) 59 -1.40 71 -.43 
 Trauma Representations 
 Yes (M, SD) n No (M, SD) n t df d 
NA Enculturation 3.31 (.62) 45 3.08 (.66) 28 1.48 71 .36 
White Enculturation 2.78 (.79) 44 2.83 (.73) 28 -.28 70 -.07 
EI Exploration 3.45 (.45) 45 3.36 (.54) 28 .83 71 .18 
EI Commitment 3.62 (.43) 45 3.73 (.35) 28 -1.26 65.92a -.28 
Private Regard 6.48 (.61) 45 6.48 (.76) 28 -.03 71 .00 
Public Regard 3.07 (1.14) 45 2.98 (1.27) 28 .31 71 .07 
Historical Loss 4.14 (.85) 45 3.90 (1.08) 28 1.07 71 .25 
HL Symptoms 2.85 (.81) 45 2.77 (.75) 28 .40 71 .10 
Psych Well-Being 3.37 (.81) 44 3.30 (.66) 28 .40 70 .10 
Psych Distress 2.94 (1.11) 33 2.94 (1.10) 24 .01 55 .00 
Master Narrative 3.27 (.96) 45 2.64 (.95) 28 2.70** 71 .66 
Alt Narrative 2.91 (1.20) 45 2.43 (1.10) 28 1.72 71 .42 
Group Connection 2.64 (.54) 36 2.41 (.73) 22 1.27 35.02a .36 
Positive Meaning 2.82 (.96) 45 2.46 (1.00) 28 1.53 71 .37 
Negative Meaning 1.76 (.91) 45 1.46 (.74) 28 1.42 71 .36 
Note. a = Pooled variance due to significant Levene’s test for equality of variances. NA = 
Native American; EI = Ethnic Identity; HL = Historical Loss.  
**p < .01 
*p < .05 
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engaging with master narratives, and that master narratives and Systems & Institutions 

representations are potentially one in the same. In addition, participants who endorse 

Systems & Institutions representations may engage in more negative meaning making due 

to the pervasive, oppressive messages that they send to Native peoples about their 

experiences, which as noted in previous findings, Native peoples are astutely aware of 

when interacting with exosystems.  

In addition, Native peoples with Identity & Belonging representations in their 

narratives elaborated on both master (d = .93) and alternative narratives (d = 1.29) to a 

greater extent, felt more connected to people who shared the alternative narrative (d = 

.96), and engaged in more positive meaning making (d = .89). While there are several 

interpretations for this finding, it suggests that Identity & Belonging representations 

provided participants with the makings to engage in identity-work. Given that the sub-

themes of Identity & Belonging included Tribe & Nation, Appearance, Pride, Gender & 

Sexuality, Belonging & Connection, and Identity, it could be that these were more likely 

to be self-relevant representations - that is, representations that matched participants’ 

ethnicity, gender, SES, and tribal community (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015). Thus, 

sending powerful messages to Native peoples, not just about what it means to be a Native 

person, but what it means to be a Native person of their gender and tribe - and serving as 

the impetus for identity development. Since representations of Identity & Belonging were 

nearly equally found in micro- and exosystems, it could be that participants received 

divergent messages from these environments about what it means to be them, prompting 

individuals to engage with competing narratives, which we saw in the examples above.  
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Native peoples with Spaces & Places representations elaborated more on the 

alternative narrative  (d = .69) and engaged in positive meaning making  (d = .61) to a 

greater degree. In a similar trend, participants with Ways of Knowing & Being 

representations in their narratives also engaged to a greater degree in alternative narrative 

elaboration  (d = .70) and positive meaning making (d = .70). Consistent with the 

literature, Native-centered spaces have great potential to influence Native peoples’ 

identities (Lysne & Levy, 1997)and serve as a physical space that provides individuals 

with shared cultural meaning (Wendt & Gone, 2012), Consequently, making Spaces & 

Places conducive to identity development processes and making sense of one’s self in a 

larger context. Given that some of the Spaces & Places sub-themes - like Reservations 

and Native Spaces are imbued with shared understandings of ways of knowing (i.e,. 

epistemologies) and being (i.e., ontologies) in the world, it is less surprising that these 

two have similar trends with similar degrees of power. Moreover, the urban areas that the 

present study took place in - Minneapolis, St. Paul, and Duluth - can be thought of as 

urban hubs for Native peoples (Ramirez, 2007) with several opportunities for engaging in 

cultural ways of life. Thus, the last Spaces & Places sub-theme, Urban Areas, likely 

contributed to this as well.  

Native peoples who had Working & Advocacy representations in their narratives 

elaborated on master narratives to a greater extent (d = .69), felt more connected to 

individuals who shared alternative notions of Nativeness (d = .97), and engaged in more 

positive meaning making (d = .63). This finding seems intuitive since Native-focused 

work was often described as a form of advocacy and activism for Native peoples in a 

society that is, by and large, unequitable for Native peoples. Thus, people engaging in 
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this sort of work or advocacy must elaborate on the master narrative because it is an 

integral component of the nature of social justice-informed work. Additionally, Native 

peoples are likely to be automatically and very naturally connected with others who share 

their “pushing back” agenda. Indeed, advocacy-type work such as the career paths 

described by several of the participants is ripe for positive meaning making.  

Lastly, it was less surprising to find that Native peoples who had Trauma 

representations in their stories engaged in more master narrative elaboration (d = .66) 

than those without them. First, Trauma representations often occurred in exosystems, 

which included larger institutional structures, as well as Native peoples as a community. 

Thus, not only did participants elaborate on shared understandings of the Historical 

Trauma wrought by governments, but they also detailed the legacy of this on policies and 

tribal regulations and its effects on Native communities. This finding suggests that 

Trauma, and more specifically, Historical Trauma, is a master narrative of Native 

peoples. As per the content of several participants’ stories, findings also suggest Native 

peoples recognize Historical Trauma as a master narrative, with their own constructed 

meaning of it as liberating or constraining, and sometimes both.  

Story Profiles 

 There were three sets of Story Profiles, each resulting in a unique set of profiles 

for categorizing and making sense of participants’ narratives. Story Profiles were created 

to provide a visual illustration of the ecology of participants’ digital story narratives - that 

is, a framework for organizing and understanding the importance of participants’ 

environments in their stories. In addition, Story Profiles allow more person-centered type 

analyses that synthesize the findings from the first and second research questions into 
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figures depicting participants narratives. Since Story Profiles reflect three different 

mechanisms for categorizing participants’ narratives, chi-square analyses were calculated 

to examine associations between Story Profiles #1-3. The resulting chi-square analyses 

are 3x3 comparisons of counts within different profile groupings (i.e., Story Profiles #1-

3), and the mean comparisons are across categories (e.g., cultural representations, master 

narrative elaboration) within Story Profiles #1-3.  

Story Profiles #1a-c. There were three profiles participants’ stories could be 

categorized into based on the salient micro-, meso-, and exosystems in their narratives. 

One System Story profiles were profiles that had one salient system in their narratives. 

Narratives in the Two System Story profile had two salient systems. Finally, Three System 

Story profiles had three salient systems in their narratives (see Figure 9 for illustration of 

results for Story Profiles #1a-c).   

One System Story. There were four digital story narratives that were One System 

stories. For these participants, the focus of most of the stories was on their interactions 

with exosystems, with one story focusing on microsystems. Similar to the pattern of 

historical and cultural representations in Tiers II and III, One System Story participants 

endorsed fewer historical representations (M = 1.50, SD = 1.91) than cultural 

representations (M = 3.50, SD = 2.38). For narrative processes, One System Story 

participants elaborated more on master narratives (M = 3.25, SD = .50) than alternative 

narratives (M = 2.00, SD = .82). Native peoples felt a minimal connection (M = 2.00, SD 

= 1.00) to others who shared their deviation from the master narrative. In addition, One 

System Story participants engaged in less positive meaning (M = 1.75, SD = .96) than 

negative meaning (M = 2.25, SD = .96), which diverges from the overall trends of the 
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Figure 9 
Results of Story Profiles #1a-c  
 
 

Note. These are based on the salient micro-, meso-, and exosystem in stories. Reps = representations. 

1a. One System Story (n = 4) 1b. Two System Story (n = 41) 1c. Three System Story (n = 28) 
 

Has one salient system in story  
(Score ≥ 1) 

 
Historical Reps (M = 1.50, SD = 1.91) 
Cultural Reps (M = 3.50, SD = 2.38) 

Master Narrative (M = 3.25, SD = .50) 
Alternative Narrative (M = 2.00, SD = .82) 
Group Connection (M = 2.00, SD = 1.00) 
Positive Meaning (M = 1.75, SD = .96) 

Negative Meaning (M = 2.25, SD = .96) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Has two salient systems in story  

(Score ≥ 1) 
 

Historical Reps (M = 1.98, SD = 2.14) 
Cultural Reps (M = 6.49, SD = 4.54) 

Master Narrative (M = 3.07, SD = 1.03) 
Alternative Narrative (M = 2.73, SD = 1.27) 

Group Connection (M = 2.63, SD = .56) 
Positive Meaning (M = 2.80, SD = .93) 
Negative Meaning (M = 1.66, SD = .91)  

 
Has three salient systems in story  

(Score ≥ 1) 
 

Historical Reps (M = 1.86, SD = 2.29) 
Cultural Reps(M = 9.46, SD = 6.37) 

Master Narrative (M = 3.00, SD = .94) 
Alternative Narrative (M = 2.82, SD = 1.09) 

Group Connection (M = 2.52, SD = .65) 
Positive Meaning (M = 2.64, SD = 1.05) 
Negative Meaning (M = 1.54, SD = .74)  
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meaning making findings. However, this is a small sample, and thus, it is difficult to 

draw conclusions from.  

Two System Story. There were far more Two System stories (n = 41) in 

comparison to other stories in Story Profile #1. Similar to previous findings, Two System 

Story participants had fewer historical representations (M = 1.98, SD = 2.14) than cultural 

ones (M = 6.49, SD = 4.54). Two System Story participants elaborated more on master 

narratives (M = 3.07, SD = 1.03) than alternative narratives (M =2.73, SD = 1.27), 

however, participants in this group had a more established connection to others who 

shared their deviation (M = 2.63, SD = .56) from the master narrative. Diverging from 

findings for One System stories, Participants with Two System stories, had much more 

positive meaning (M = 2.80, SD = .93) in their narratives than negative meaning (M = 

1.66, SD = .91).  

Three System Story. There were more Three System stories (n =28) than One 

System stories, but not as many as Two System stories. Coinciding with previous findings, 

Three System Story participants included fewer historical representations (M = 1.86, SD = 

2.29), but the most cultural representations (M = 9.46, SD = 6.37) overall. Three System 

Story participants endorsed near equivalent degrees of master (M = 3.00, SD = .94) and 

alternative narrative elaboration (M = 2.82, SD = 1.09), with participants feeling a similar 

degree of connection to those who share their deviation  (M = 2.52, SD = .65) as 

participants from Two System stories. Additionally, participants in the Three System Story 

profile endorsed similar levels of positive (M = 2.64, SD = 1.05) and negative meaning 

(M = 1.54, SD = .74) as participants in the Two System Story profile. Thus, although 

Three System stories provide more sites for participants to engage in narrative processes 
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and for developing their individual identities, it seems that Native peoples’ were able to 

engage in a similar degree of narrative processes with fewer systems in Two System 

stories.  

Story Profiles #2a-c. There were three profiles for Story Profile #2 that were 

based on how salient participants’ micro-, meso-, and exosystems were in their narratives. 

Equivalent Story profiles included narratives with systems of the same salience; 

Microsystem Story profiles included narratives that were most salient for microsystems; 

Exosystem Story profiles included narratives that were most salient for exosystems (see 

Figure 10 for illustration of results for Story Profiles #2a-c).  

Equivalent Story. There were 14 Equivalent stories, meaning that participants 

ascribed equal importance to the micro-, meso-, or exosystems in their stories. There 

were fewer historical representations (M = 2.57, SD = 2.77) than cultural representations 

(M = 6.86, SD = 5.08) in the Equivalent stories. Moreover, participants elaborated on 

master narratives (M = 3.21, SD = .98) to a larger extent than alternative narratives (M =  

2.86, SD = 1.23) in Equivalent stories. Despite this, participants indicated a clear 

connection to others who share their deviation (M = 2.64, SD = .51). Participants were 

also engaged in more positive meaning making (M =2.64, SD = 1.01), though negative 

meaning was also indicated in their stories (M = 2.07, SD = 1.07).  

Microsystem Story. Microsystem stories (n = 43) occurred more often than other 

stories in Story Profile #2, meaning that participants indicated microsystems were the 

most important environment in their stories. There were fewer historical representations 

(M = 1.47, SD = .1.94) than cultural representations (M = 7.35, SD = 5.74) in 

Microsystem stories, consistent with other findings. In Microsystem stories, participants 
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Figure 10 
Results for Story Profiles #2a-c 
 
 

 
Note. These profiles are based on the salience scores of the micro-, meso-, and exosystem in stories. Reps = representations. 

2a. Equivalent Story (n = 14) 2b. Microsystem Story (n = 43) 2c. Exosystem Story (n = 12) 
 

Systems in story have the same salience 
score 

 
Historical Reps (M = 2.57, SD = 2.77) 
Cultural Reps (M = 6.86, SD = 5.08) 

Master Narrative (M = 3.21, SD = .98) 
Alternative Narrative (M = 2.86, SD = 1.23) 

Group Connection (M = 2.64, SD = .51) 
Positive Meaning (M =2.64, SD = 1.01) 

Negative Meaning (M = 2.07, SD = 1.07) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

              = 
 
 
 
 

 
The microsystem is more salient than other 

systems in story (Score ≥ 2)  
 

Historical Reps (M = 1.47, SD = .1.94) 
Cultural Reps (M = 7.35, SD = 5.74) 

Master Narrative (M = 2.86, SD = .97) 
Alternative Narrative (M = 2.67, SD = 1.15) 

Group Connection (M = 2.54, SD = .66) 
Positive Meaning (M = 2.70, SD = .94) 
Negative Meaning (M = 1.49, SD = .77) 

 
 
 

 

       > 
  

 
 The exosystem is more salient than other 

systems in story (Score ≥ 2)  
 

Historical Reps (M = 2.83, SD = 1.95) 
Cultural Reps (M = 9.91, SD = 4.98) 

Master Narrative (M =3.50, SD = 1.00) 
Alternative Narrative (M = 3.00, SD = 1.35) 

Group Connection (M = 2.67, SD = .50) 
Positive Meaning (M = 3.00, SD = 1.04) 
Negative Meaning (M = 1.50, SD = .67) 

 
 
 

 

   >  
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engaged in master (M = 2.86, SD = .97) and alternative narrative (M = 2.67, SD = 1.15) 

elaboration to a similar extent, and participants indicated a similar degree of connection 

to others who shared the alternative narrative (M = 2.54, SD = .66) as other stories. 

Participants endorsed far more positive meaning (M = 2.70, SD = .94) than negative 

meaning (M = 1.49, SD = .77) in Microsystem stories.  

Exosystem Story. While Exosystem stories (n = 12) occurred the least in Story 

Profile #2, participants endorsed the most historical (M = 2.83, SD = 1.95) and cultural 

representations (M = 9.91, SD = 4.98). Moreover, participants engaged in master 

narrative elaboration (M =3.50, SD = 1.00) to a greater degree in Exosystem stories than 

the others. However, participants were also engaged in alternative narrative elaboration 

(M = 3.00, SD = 1.35) and indicated having a clear connection to others like them (M = 

2.67, SD = .50). Positive meaning making was also higher (M = 3.00, SD = 1.04) for 

participants with Exosystem stories than others, with a similar amount of negative 

meaning (M = 1.50, SD = .67) as Microsystem stories. While there are not notable 

contrasts between Microsystem and Exosystem stories, there appears to be a larger 

difference between master and alternative narrative elaboration in Equivalent stories, 

which also included the most negative meaning making.  

Story Profiles #3a-c. There were also three profiles for Story Profile #3, 

including No History, No Culture Story profiles, meaning that there were no shared 

understandings of history or culture in participants' narrative environments. There were 

also No History, Culture Story profiles, in which there were no shared notions of history 

in participants’ narrative environments, but there were for culture. In addition, there were 

History & Culture Story profiles, meaning that there were shared understandings of both 
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history and culture in participants’ narrative environments (see Figure 11 for illustration 

of results for Story Profiles #3a-c).  

No History, No Culture Story. Much different from the other stories in Story 

Profile #3, there was one narrative that had no historical or cultural representations. 

While this narrative did reference cultural content - like the reservation she grew up on - 

it was done so in a descriptive matter and did not include historical or cultural 

representations. As a result, it had no master or alternative narrative, and very minimal 

meaning making. The focus of this particular narrative was recovering from addiction 

and was more of a factual account, rather than expressive one.  

No History, Culture Story. Nearly one-third of the narratives (n = 22) had No 

History, but did have Culture. No History, Culture stories endorsed 5.09 (SD = 3.57) 

cultural representations on average. For narrative processes, master (M = 2.68, SD = .84) 

and alternative narratives (M = 2.50, SD = 1.14) were elaborated on to a near equal 

degree, with participants indicating feeling connected to others who share their deviation 

(M = 2.33, SD = .77). Participants also had more positive meaning (M = 2.59, SD = 1.05) 

than negative meaning (M = 1.73, SD = .99).  

History & Culture Story. Most narratives included both History & Culture (n = 

50). Participants with History & Culture stories included the most historical (M = 2.70, 

SD = 2.18) and cultural representations (M = 10.24, SD = 5.78) in comparison to other 

narratives from Story Profile #3. Participants also endorsed the greatest degree of master 

(M = 3.22, SD = 1.00) and alternative narrative elaboration (M = 2.86, SD = 1.18), and 

felt most connected to others who share their deviation from the master narrative (M = 

2.65, SD = .53). Native peoples with History & Culture in their stories also had the most 
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Figure 11 
Results for Story Profiles #3a-c 
 
 

  
Note. These profiles are based on the configuration of salient chronosystem and macrosystem codes. Reps = representations.

3a. No History, No Culture Story (n = 1) 3b. No History, Culture Story (n = 22) 3c. History & Culture Story (n = 50) 
 

Systems in story have no history or culture 
(Scores=0)  

 
Historical Reps (Score = 0) 
Cultural Reps (Score = 0) 

Master Narrative (Score = 0) 
Alternative Narrative (Score = 0) 

Group Connection (N/A) 
Positive Meaning (Score = 2) 
Negative Meaning (Score = 0) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

> 

 
History is not salient in systems (Score=0), 

but culture is (Score ≥ 1)  
 

Historical Reps (Scores = 0) 
Cultural Reps (M = 5.09, SD = 3.57) 

Master Narrative (M = 2.68, SD = .84) 
Alternative Narrative (M = 2.50, SD = 1.14) 

Group Connection (M = 2.33, SD = .77) 
Positive Meaning (M = 2.59, SD = 1.05) 
Negative Meaning (M = 1.73, SD = .99) 

  

 
 History and culture are salient in systems 

(Scores ≥ 1) 
  

Historical Reps (M = 2.70, SD = 2.18) 
Cultural Reps (M = 10.24, SD = 5.78) 

Master Narrative (M = 3.22, SD = 1.00) 
Alternative Narrative (M = 2.86, SD = 1.18) 

Group Connection (M = 2.65, SD = .53) 
Positive Meaning (M = 2.74, SD = .97) 
Negative Meaning (M = 1.62, SD = .81) 
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positive meaning (M = 2.74, SD = .97) and least negative meaning, though these 

differences are minute (M = 1.62, SD = .81). It seems Native peoples in the History & 

Culture Story profile had access to the most historical and cultural representations, thus, 

potentially influencing the extent to which they engaged in narrative processes, which 

was greatest among participants in this profile.  

Chi-Square Analyses. Since Story Profiles #1-3 were independent categorizing 

systems, chi-square analyses were conducted to determine how profiles related to one 

another. Chi-square analyses between Story Profile #1 and Story Profile #3, and Story 

Profile #2 and Story Profile #3 were non-significant. Chi-square analyses between Story 

Profile #1 and #2 indicated a significant relationship. That is, the number of systems in a 

story (Story Profile #1) was related to whether the story was an Equivalent Story, 

Microsystem Story, or Exosystem Story (Story Profile #2), X2 (2, n = 69) = 10.99, p = 

.004. To gain a deeper understanding of this association, adjusted standardized residuals 

were examined. An adjusted standardized residual of ±2 indicates that the observed count 

in the cell differed significantly from what was expected; the sign indicates the direction 

of that difference (Agresti, 2007). Results indicated there were more Equivalent stories 

(29.3%, ASR = 2.2) than expected in the Two System stories, and fewer Microsystem 

stories (46.3%, ASR = -3.3) than expected. For Three System stories, there were fewer 

Equivalent stories (7.1%, ASR = -2.2) than expected and more Microsystem stories than 

expected (85.7%, ASR = 3.3).  

Research Question 3: How do Well-Known Cultural Psychology Constructs Relate 

to Cultural Representations and Narrative Processes? 

Missing Data and Data Cleaning 
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There were less than 2.7% of participants’ responses missing on main study 

variables with the exception of psychological distress, which had 21.9% of participants’ 

responses missing since the K6 was added after 16 participants completed the 

questionnaire.Visual inspection of the data, and skewness and kurtosis values indicated 

the main study variables were normally distributed. An a priori power analysis indicated 

that a sample size of 75 participants would allow for moderate size correlations (i.e., 

those between .30 and .40) to be detectable. 

Historical and Cultural Representations, and Narrative Processes Relationship with 

Well-Known Cultural Psychology Constructs 

Zero order correlations and descriptive statistics are included in Table 12. Partial 

correlations controlling for narrative word count are reported here and in Table 13. 

Hypothesized associations. Several findings did not provide direct support for 

the hypotheses generated for the third research question. While it was expected that 

ethnic identity would have a significant, positive association with cultural 

representations, this was not the case (exploration, r = -.05, p = .66; commitment, r = -

.18, p = .14), suggesting that participants’ ethnic identity was not related to the total 

cultural representations endorsed. It was also hypothesized that ethnic identity would be 

positively associated with psychological well-being, which was not supported by the 

findings (exploration, r = .17, p = .16; commitment, r = .18, p = .13), which was likely an 

issue of power, as these values are consistent with trends borne out in a recent meta-

analysis on the topic (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014b). However, ethnic identity exploration (r 

= .26, p < .05) and commitment (r = .38, p < .01) were positively related to private regard 

(Yip et al., 2006). Additionally, ethnic identity exploration was associated with positive 
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Table 12 
Zero Order Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Main Study Variables 
 
Measures 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 
1. NA Enculturation --                   
2. White Enculturation -.12 --                  
3. Centrality .24* -.24* --                 
4. EI Exploration .25* -.07 .33** --                
5. EI Commitment .24* -.32** .39** .49** --               
6. Private Regard .15 -.08 .35** .26* .38** --              
7. Public Regard .08 .20 .05 .01 .09 .01 --             
8. Historical Loss  .26* .02 .21 .31** .22 .11 -.17 --            
9. HL Symptoms .27* .03 .16 .18 -.07 -.03 -.48** .51** --           
10. Psych Well-Being .08 -.12 .05 .17 .20 .16 .10 -.19 -.35** --          
11. Pysch Distress  -.07 .04 -.03 -.05 -.22 -.16 -.34* .13 .49** -.10 --         
12. Cultural Reps .14 .04 .13 .00 -.06 -.10 .17 -.20 -.04 .07 .19 --        
13. Historical Reps .17 -.02 .18 .12 -.08 .09 .18 .004 .10 .01 .03 .42** --       
14. Master Narrative -.14 -.02 .09 .10 -.001 -.05 .15 -.06 -.12 .12 -.10 .44** .29* --      
15. Alt Narrative -.09 -.02 .10 .19 -.01 -.18 .12 -.05 -.03 .14 -.04 .49** .17 .57** --     
16. Group Connection .20 -.04 .26* .33* .14 .08 .27* .03 -.16 .24 -.13 .32* .16 .44** .52** --    
17. Positive Meaning .11 .06 .10 .25* .07 .05 .32** -.05 -.18 .37** .03 .38** .09 .21 .55** .53** --   
18. Negative Meaning -.07 .29* -.09 -.20 -.08 -.11 .13 .01 .09 -.15 .29* .12 .14 .09 -.08 -.42** -.30** --  
19. Story Word Count .06 .00 .12 .06 .17 .04 .28* -.15 -.14 .10 -.16 .52** .26* .15 .30** .24 .36** .08 -- 
M 3.22 2.8 3.85 3.42 3.66 6.48 3.04 4.05 2.82 3.34 2.94 7.47 1.9 3.03 2.73 2.55 2.68 1.64 768.38 
SD 0.64 0.76 0.36 0.48 0.4 0.66 1.18 0.95 0.78 0.75 1.09 5.47 2.16 1 1.18 0.63 0.98 0.86 442.53 
Note. NA = Native American; EI = Ethnic Identity; HL = Historical Loss; Reps = Representations; Alt = Alternative.  
**p < .01 
*p < .05 
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Table 13 
Partial Correlations for Main Study Constructs Controlled By Story Word Count 
 
Measures 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 
1. NA Enculturation --                  
2. White Enculturation -.12 --                 
3. Centrality .23* -.24* --                
4. EI Exploration .25* -.07 .33** --               
5. EI Commitment .24* -.33** .37** .49** --              
6. Private Regard .14 -.08 .35** .26* .38** --             
7. Public Regard .07 .21 .02 -.01 .05 .00 --            
8. Historical Loss  .27* .02 .23* .32** .25* .12 -.13 --           
9. HL Symptoms .28* .03 .18 .19 -.05 -.02 -.46** .50** --          
10. Psych Well-Being .08 -.12 .04 .17 .18 .15 .08 -.18 -.34** --         
11. Psych Distress  -.06 .04 -.01 -.04 -.20 -.16 -.31* .11 .48** -.09 --        
12. Cultural Reps .16 .05 .04 -.05 -.18 -.05 .12 -.15 -.00 -.04 .29* --       
13. Historical Reps .19 -.06 .13 .10 -.13 .11 .15 .03 .10 -.03 .03 .38** --      
14. Master Narrative -.15 -.02 .07 .10 -.03 -.06 .12 -.04 -.10 .10 -.07 .38** .28* --     
15. Alt Narrative -.11 -.03 .07 .19 -.06 -.20 .04 -.01 .01 .12 .01 .36** .12 .56** --    
16. Group Connection .19 -.04 .24 .33** .11 .07 .22 .07 -.13 .23 -.10 .19 .12 .42** .49** --   
17. Positive Meaning .09 .06 .06 .24* .01 .03 .24* .00 -.14 .36** .10 .23* .02 .17 .49** .49** --  
18. Negative Meaning -.07 .29* -.10 -.21 -.09 -.11 .12 .02 .10 -.16 .31* .06 .06 .08 -.11 -.45** -.35** -- 
Note. NA = Native American; EI = Ethnic Identity; HL = Historical Loss; Reps = Representations; Alt = Alternative.  
**p < .01 
*p < .05 
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meaning making (r = .24, p < .05) Thus, while ethnic identity was not associated with 

psychological well-being as expected, it was related to other markers of “feeling good” 

about one’s self (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014b). Lastly, it was expected that enculturation 

would be associated with psychological well-being, which was not supported by the 

findings (Native American enculturation, r = .08, p = .52; White enculturation, r = -.12, p 

= .33).   

As hypothesized, higher scores on the Native American cultural identification 

items were associated with increased historical loss thinking (r = .27, p < .05; Soto et al., 

2015), suggesting that Native peoples immersed in their cultures to a greater degree 

experienced increased historical loss thinking. Since the present study used a one item 

index of enculturation (i.e., cultural identity), this finding is somewhat supported in past 

research that has found associations between ethnic identity and historical trauma (Soto et 

al., 2015). Similarly, ethnic identity exploration was positively associated with historical 

loss thinking (r = .32, p < .05; Soto et al., 2015), which was expected. This finding 

suggests that Native peoples learning about their ethnicity are thinking more about 

historical losses. As expected, historical loss thinking was negatively associated with 

psychological well-being, though the association was non-significant. However, findings 

indicated historical loss symptoms were negatively associated with psychological well-

being (r = -.38, p < .01) and positively associated with distress (r = .48, p < .01). Thus, 

thinking about historical losses itself does not have a bearing on well-being and distress, 

however, the associated symptoms do.  

Historical and Cultural Representations. Due to the exploratory nature of 

research question three, associations between historical and cultural representations and 
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the questionnaire measures were also examined. Interestingly, cultural representations 

were positively related to distress (r = .29, p < .05) when controlling for word count, but 

not when there was no control variable (see Table 9). This could potentially be because 

there was a “mixture” of types of cultural representations, including Systems & 

Representations and Trauma, which could be related to psychological distress. Thus, the 

proportion of Systems & Institutions endorsements could potentially skew associations. 

Other than this, there were no significant associations between historical representations 

and the questionnaire measures, or between cultural representations and the questionnaire 

measures.  

Narrative Processes. Potential associations between narrative processes (i.e., 

master narratives, alternative narratives, meaning making) and the questionnaire 

measures were also examined. Master narrative elaboration and alternative narrative 

elaboration were not associated with any of the questionnaire measures. However, the 

extent to which individuals feel connected to others who share their deviation from the 

master narrative was associated with ethnic identity exploration (r = .33, p < .01), 

suggesting that Native peoples learning about their ethnicity feel increasingly connected 

to others who are like them. Additionally, positive meaning making was positively 

associated with well-being (r = .36, p < .01) and public regard (r = .24, p < .05). While 

the former finding is intuitive, the latter suggests that participants with more positive 

meaning increasingly felt that Native peoples were perceived positively by others. In 

contrast, negative meaning was positively associated with distress (r = .31, p < .05), as 

well as the White cultural identification items (r = .29, p < .05) used to measure 



 139 

enculturation. Notably, Native peoples who are immersed more in White culture engage 

in negative meaning making to a greater extent.  

 Intercorrelations. While the intercorrelations of the questionnaire measures were 

not the focus of the exploratory analyses, there were several significant associations that 

resulted from the analyses. Native American enculturation was positively associated with 

centrality, exploration, and commitment (r’s between .20 and .30), whereas White 

enculturation was negatively associated with centrality and commitment (r’s between -

.20 and -.40). Additionally, centrality was positively associated with exploration, 

commitment, private regard, and historical loss thinking (r’s between .20 and .40). Lastly, 

historical loss symptoms were positively associated with historical loss thinking and 

negatively associated with public regard, which were moderate in strength.  

Differences Between Well-Known Cultural Psychology Constructs by Historical and 

Cultural Representations 

There were no significant differences in the questionnaire measures based on 

whether participants endorsed historical representations in their narratives (see Table 10), 

however, there were significant differences in constructs for cultural representations. This 

resulted in a total of 15 comparisons for historical representations (none were significant) 

and 105 comparisons for cultural representations (19 were significant). In particular, 

participants who endorsed Systems & Institutions representations explored their ethnic 

identity less (d = -.47), thought less about historical losses (d = -.63), experienced fewer 

historical loss symptoms (d = -.61), had higher scores on public regard (d = .68), 

elaborated on master narratives to a greater extent (d = .50), and engaged in more 

negative meaning making (d = .68) (see Table 11). While perplexing at first glance, these 
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findings can be understood by the regulatory nature of systems, which are enduring 

structures that control and dominate a given cultural group. This is reflected in Systems & 

Institutions’ sub-themes, including Government, Policies, & Laws, Internalized 

Oppression & Lateral Violence, Racism, Prejudice, & Discrimination, Stereotypes, 

Imagery, & Media, and Invisibility & Erasure. Participants who endorsed these 

representations appear to be less engaged and more supportive of the status quo - which 

perhaps, is a function of chronic exposure to colonial conceptions of what it means to be 

Native.  

General Discussion 

While there has been significant research on the effect of media representations 

on self-esteem, self-understanding, belonging, and future possibilities with Native 

adolescents from or near reservations in academic contexts (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 

2015; Fryberg & Markus, 2003; Fryberg et al., 2008; Leavitt et al., 2015), there has been 

far less research using DST methodologies to examine the co-constructive processes 

between urban Native peoples, representations, and their environments when forming 

individual identities (e.g., Gone 1999, 2006a, 2007; Gone et al., 1999). To address this 

gap in the literature, the present study took a bottom-up approach to examining cultural 

representations salient to Native peoples’ identities through the Indigenist Ecological 

Systems Model (Fish, Hirsch, & Syed, 2020) and the master narrative model of identity 

development (McLean & Syed, 2015). The present study addressed the following 

research questions: 1) What cultural representations are present in narratives of urban 

Native peoples? 2) How do urban Native peoples internalize and resist the 

aforementioned cultural representations? 3) How do well-known cultural psychology 
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constructs relate to cultural representations and narrative processes? The focus of the 

general discussion is to highlight and synthesize the findings across research questions, 

followed by limitations, future research, and conclusions.  

The Present Study: In Conversation with the Cultural Representations Literature…  

“Who am I?” This was, in many ways, the metatheme of participants’ digital 

story narratives. While some participants explicitly asked this of themselves, others did 

not, though all gave accounts of the people, places, experiences, and philosophies - both 

past and present - that informed their understanding of what it means to be and how to be 

a Native person. Rather than being passive recipients of the shared meanings associated 

with representations and taking them on as their own, participants actively took 

representations and constructed their own meaning out of them. Thus, although the 

current literature has demonstrated Native peoples are constrained by one-dimensional 

caricatures, oversimplified images of their cultures and histories, and the invisibility of 

Native peoples in society, these findings seem to suggest that this process is not as 

unidirectional as once suspected (Fryberg et al., 2008; Leavitt et al., 2015). Instead, it 

seems the ability of representations to constrain may depend on the historical and cultural 

landscape of Native peoples’ environments, which were fertile grounds for individuals' 

identities.  

Though historical and cultural representations occurred to near similar degrees in 

proximal and distal environments, the exact content of the representations associated with 

them differed. Indeed, the present study expanded on the psychological literature with the 

addition of rich and complex meanings of urban indigeneity (Little, Fish, & Little, 2016). 

However, what remains less clear is Native peoples’ pathways to its embodiment. For 
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instance, while more systemic representations like Historical Trauma and Systems & 

Institutions, were found in exosystems, there were more self-relevant representations, like 

Family & Ancestors and Ways of Knowing & Being found in microsystems. 

Consequently, it could be that an individual's ability to take in and construct a meaningful 

sense of self from dominant and limited understandings of Native peoples that are 

disseminated through structural oppression, like Chief Wahoo, Native mascots, or Indians 

in museums (Leavitt et al., 2015), may hinge on their access to contextualized and 

nuanced representations of Native cultures and histories in their more immediate 

environments. The latter of which provides individuals with the historical and cultural 

leverage to transcend colonial notions of all things Native. 

In turn, the constraining power of representations is likely a function of systemic 

inequities in Native peoples’ ecologies. What sheds additional light on our understanding 

of how representations manifest in individuals’ identities are the narratives in which 

systemic inequities have permeated participants’ proximal environments - illustrating the 

colonial infrastructure at the foundation of Native peoples’ ecologies. Indeed, some of the 

present study’s findings are a story-based replication of previous findings borne out in the 

psychological literature  - such as the restrictions imposed by superficial representations 

of Native peoples (Leavitt et al., 2015; Fryberg et al., 2008). When and how such 

restrictions are incorporated into the self are unclear, however, the present study suggests 

that this is not a one-off event, but likely a much longer process of negotiating with the 

terms put forth by representations. While we cannot outline the exact roadmap that 

individuals follow when answering the question “Who am I?”, we can say that an 

ecological landscape that is well-positioned to do so likely includes complex historical 
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and cultural symbols across spatial-temporal planes that individuals stop at and make 

sense of along the way.  

…and the Indigenist Ecological Systems Model  

OrigiNatives served as an invitation for Native peoples to share their personal 

ecologies through narrative accounts, allowing us - researchers - to glean insight into the 

cultural meaning participants both found and created in their environments. Though 

ecological models, including the Indigenist Ecological Systems Model (Fish & Syed, 

2018), anchors development to proximal environments that become increasingly distal, 

the present study seems to suggest Native peoples may encounter a somewhat different 

developmental schema. Whereas the lack of important mesosystems in participants’ 

stories can be attributed to a combination of their complex nature and participant-led 

semi-structured narrative prompts, it was more curious to see that exosystems were a near 

defining feature of stories. Given the historical and cultural representations often found in 

exosystems - like Historical Trauma and Systems & Institutions - it is likely that 

exosystems are far less distal in Native peoples ecologies than the general public. 

Consequently, potential revisions to the Indigenist Ecological Systems Model could focus 

on further explicating the enduring structures of chronosystems, as well as the top-down 

and bottom-up effects of legacies of coloniality in institutions and systems.  

Perhaps more interesting was considering not just the ecologies of participants, 

but the ecologies of their stories itself. While stories included important environments 

according to the participants' account of them, the stories also became a part of 

participants' ecologies through the OrigiNatives workshops. For instance, Native peoples 

engaged with cultural meanings in various sites of development, and then recounted these 
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experiences within the context of OrigiNatives - thus, participating in identity processes 

in the moment. From responding to story prompts as a part of the questionnaire to 

creating their final digital story narrative, stories were a living and breathing environment 

that participants constructed a sense of self through and made meaning from. I recall an 

elder approaching me at the beginning of the first OrigiNatives workshop with his photo 

albums in hand, who said “You know, I never thought of these things before. I wrote a 

little bit, went and looked at some pictures, and I cried some, and wrote some more. This 

really changed how I think about my life.” Consequently, stories became a part of 

participants’ historical and cultural landscapes through OrigiNatives, and have the 

potential to become a part of the landscape of others, if and when individuals share their 

digital stories (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015). 

Limitations and Future Research 

Though the present study expanded on the psychology literature through the 

aforementioned research questions, it does not come without its limitations. While the 

exploratory and inductive nature of the present study was vital and necessary to build on 

the psychological literature in meaningful ways, it also limits our ability to interpret, 

draw conclusions from, and generalize the findings. Thus, future research should generate 

testable hypotheses regarding both the historical and cultural themes identified in the 

present study, as well as the effect of shared cultural understandings of them on identity 

formation among Native peoples. Moreover, there are other limitations that affect the 

generalizability of the findings, including the qualitative nature of the data, and 

characteristics of the sample, which was urban and included participants from 33 tribal 

communities. Additional limitations of the present study include its cross-sectional 
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design, rendering it impossible to know how the findings may change or stay the same 

over time, or to make causal inferences about the data. To address this, future research 

should examine identity processes and content in addition to the psychological constructs 

used here in a longitudinal study, which has proven to be fruitful when used in 

combination with narrative methods (Syed & Azmitia, 2010). In addition to these 

limitations, the sample size was small, and though it was close to the recommended 

sample size from the power analysis, many of the findings were likely underpowered.  

Another notable limitation includes the stated emphasis on narrative-level 

analyses. While there was a host of data from the present study, including voiceover 

recordings and other media (i.e., videos, pictures, music) from participants’ digital 

stories, these were not included in the present analyses. Moreover, participants had rich 

and meaningful interactions, and were able to establish a deeper connection with me 

within the context of OrigiNatives, through which I learned a great deal throughout the 

course of the present study. Though outside of the scope of this manuscript, this rendition 

of the findings is limited without their inclusion. Moveover, I had the opportunity to 

survey participants six months after OrigiNatives for a follow-up questionnaire, which 

will likely give tremendous insight into the healing potential of OrigiNatives workshops 

and digital storytelling. While I have several questions, thoughts, and reflections as a 

result of OrigiNatives that is beyond the narrative-level of analysis, very few have been 

articulated here. Thus, future research should provide a comprehensive overview and 

analysis of OrigiNatives in its entirety to synthesize into a coherent whole. Though I have 

only made preliminary efforts towards these ends, I suspect undertaking such a project 

will yield implications for identity formation, potential storytelling interventions, and 
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research-community relations. Aspirationally, future research, such as what I have 

outlined here, could serve as the basis for the ecology of community-based storytelling.  

Despite its limitations, the present study includes several strengths, and 

demonstrates beginning efforts at understanding the myriad sites of development that are 

important to urban Native peoples, as well as the various historical and cultural signifiers, 

meanings, and narratives individuals engage with to - as Michael articulated - “feel 

whole.” Indeed, the present study provided Native peoples with a space to story these 

experiences with the use of digital media, which could be a potential identity-based 

healing intervention to address the ramifications of colonialism and ongoing oppression 

on Native peoples individual identities - and is an important area for future research 

(Moorehead, 2014). A major strength of the present study was the heterogenous, urban 

sample, which mirrored the characteristics of the Native population in which 

OrigiNatives’ workshops were facilitated. As noted in the psychological literature, 

empirical studies involving urban Native peoples are scant (Hartmann et al., 2014; 

Moorehead, 2014). Native peoples in urban settings have complex and diverse identities 

(Wilson & Peters, 2005), which we are limited in fully understanding given the lack of 

research in this area. The present study is a major effort to address this gap in the 

literature by providing rich, descriptive information on urban Native peoples 

relationships with their histories and cultures. In addition, conducting this research with 

digital storytelling methodologies enabled Native peoples to engage in identity- and 

story-work simultaneously, and centered their voices in the research process (Cunsolo 

Willox et al., 2012; Duran, 2019; Duran & Firehammer, 2015).  

Conclusions 
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In the simplest terms, the present study examined the potential of stories to affect 

a person’s sense of feeling whole at various levels. Through OrigiNatives, Native peoples 

created digital stories illustrating the intersection of their developmental, historical, and 

cultural experiences. Thus, not only did the digital story narratives explicate the various 

meanings of history and culture that affected individuals’ abilities to understand 

themselves in context, but it also provided Native peoples with opportunities to engage in 

identity processes in real time. With a greater understanding of Native peoples’ ecologies 

in addition to the ecologies of their stories, psychologists can begin to glean the 

complexities and nuances of the identity development that takes place at the junction of 

history and culture.  
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Steps for Making Your Cultural Representation Story 
 

You will make your video in the Immigrant Stories website: 
http://immigrantstories.umn.edu 

 
Step One: Write a story and collect materials 

The first step in creating your cultural representation story is writing a short story. 
A story that is 300-500 words will become a 3-5 minute voiceover when read 
aloud. Collect photos, documents, videos, music that you would like to use in 

your video. You can either bring digital files on a flash drive or phone, or we can 
also scan original photos and documents during the workshop. 

 
To start your story, see the story topics and writing prompts on page 5.  

 
Step Two: Record your voiceover 

During the workshop, you will record your voiceover using the video editing 
software, WeVideo, that is available in the Immigrant Stories website. You will 
read your story in a quiet room and record it with a microphone to use as your 
video voiceover. If you make mistakes while recording, you can erase it later 

after the workshop facilitator teaches you how to edit your voiceover. 
 

Step Three: Find creative commons-licensed images and sound 
The workshop facilitator will show you how to search for media with a Creative 

Comments (“CC”) license, which is a special copyright license that allows you to 
use images, music, or video clips for your video. This information can then be 

listed in the credits at the end of your video. 
 

Step Four: Put steps 1-3 together in WeVideo 
When you have completed Steps 1-3, you can put your video together. In 

WeVideo, you will import all of your images and arrange them in the order you 
want. You can also add effects or background music during this time. When you 
are finished, press the “Finish” button to export your final digital story as an MP4 

video file. 
 

Step Five: Share your digital story  
When you’ve finished your digital story, you have the option of sharing it on a 

public website for others to view. 
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One-Day Workshop Schedule 

 

.5 hour 

 
The workshop facilitator opens with smudging and a talking circle, 
then provides an overview of the project and the digital storytelling 
creation process 
 

1.5 hour 
 
Discuss and finalize written stories 
 

1 hour 

 
The workshop facilitator explains how to record and edit a voiceover 
with WeVideo. Community members practice reading stories aloud, 
record and edit voiceovers 
 
The workshop facilitator scans photos and documents  
 

1 hour 
 
Lunch break 
 

1 hour 

 
The workshop facilitator explains how to search for Creative 
Commons-licensed media. Community members search for 
additional digital media and upload all of it to WeVideo for editing 
 

2 hours 

 
Community members edit and finalize their digital story, and 
download it onto a USB Flash Drive 
 

 
1 hour 
 

 
Community members share their digital stories, complete project 
forms, and close with talking circle 
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What Do I Write About? Story Prompts 
 You can write about any personal or family experience encountering 
representations of Native American culture. If you need help getting started, 
consider using one of our story topics and writing about 1) Journey 2) Family 3) 
Cultural Object 4) Identity and Place in Society. It is recommended that you 
answer at least three of these broad questions, but you can respond to more if 
you wish. *Indicates change from Immigrant Stories (see page 6 for original story 
prompts).  

*Development 

*Describe how you came to be who you are today. 

*Who or what influenced you?  

*Has your relationship with your culture changed over time? How so? 

*How did you feel about these experiences? 

*How has the American Indian culture in the Twin Cities influenced you? 

*Describe what your life was like growing up. 

Family 

Describe the members of your family and their relationships. 

*How did some of your family members talk about your culture and how did this 
affect you? 

*Do you think about your culture in similar or different ways than your family? 
Why? 

*Where have you lived and how have those places affected your life and how you 
think about your culture? 

*What important experiences has your family shared? Do you have different 
experiences than your family? 

How did each person feel about these experiences? 
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*Cultural Object 

*Describe the cultural object. 

*How did you get this cultural object? 

*What does this cultural object mean to you? 

*What people or experiences does this cultural object make you think of? 

What role has it played in your life? 

How has its importance to you changed over time? 

Identity and Place in Society 

Who are the people who have most influenced your life and how have they 
affected you? 

*Where have you lived and how have those places affected your life and how you 
think about your culture? 

What are the experiences that have most influenced you and how you think 
about your culture? Why? 
 
What do you want others to understand about you, your life, and your culture? 
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Original Story Prompts for Immigrant Stories 

 
Journey 

Describe the place or places where you 
grew up. What was your life like there? 

Why and how did you leave? Where did 
you go? 

Who came with you? Who did you leave 
behind? Why? 

What did you bring with you? What did 
you leave behind? Why? 

How did you feel when you left? 

Describe how your life is different where 
you live now. 

Family 
 

Describe the members of your family and 
their relationships. 

How did some of your family members 
meet? 

Where have you lived and how have 
those places affected your life? 

What important experiences has your 
family shared? 

How did each person feel about these 
experiences? 

How has your family changed over time? 

What do you want your family to know? 
 

Object 

Describe the object. 

How did you get this object? 

What does this object mean to you? 

What people or experiences does this 
object make you think of? 

What role has it played in your life? 

How has its importance to you changed 
over time? 

Identity and Place in Society 

Who are the people who have most 
influenced your life and how have they 

affected you? 

Where have you lived and how have 
those places affected your life? 

What are the experiences that have most 
influenced you and why? 

What do you want others to understand 
about you and your life? 
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Appendix B 

 
OrigiNatives  

Step-By-Step Research Protocol 
 

Final Version 
 
This is a protocol for facilitating digital storytelling workshops for Jill Fish’s dissertation 
project entitled, “An Examination of Native American Identity and Cultural 
Representations Through Digital Stories.” Any and all information concerning the digital 
storytelling workshops should be described in this protocol. This includes steps that occur 
before, during, and after the digital storytelling workshops.  
 
If you have questions about the pilot protocol, please contact the principal investigator 
(PI), Jill Fish (fishx174@umn.edu) or Moin Syed, PhD, (moin@umn.edu).  
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Before the Digital Storytelling Workshop 

 
Recruiting Participants  
 
Inclusion criteria:  

1. Individuals who 1) identify as Native American, American Indian, Alaska Native, 
Indigenous to the U.S., or First Nations, 2) are 18-years of age or older, and 3) 
reside in Duluth, Minneapolis, or Saint Paul, current or past.  

2. Individuals who do not meet the aforementioned inclusion criteria are not eligible 
to participate. 

 
Participants will be recruited through:  

1. Flyers will be distributed to organizations that serve Native American peoples. 
This includes and is not limited to: Indian Health Board, Native American 
Community Clinic, Minneapolis American Indian Center, Circle for Indigenous 
Nations, Gimaajii American Indian Center, Research for Indigenous and 
Community Health Center, Indigenous Peoples Task Force, Little Earth of United 
Tribes, Minnesota Indian Women’s Resource Center  

2. Emails distributed weekly to the Minnesota American Indian list serve.  
3. Ads posted in The Circle Newspaper 
4. Word of mouth 

 
All up-to-date recruitment materials for the workshops can be found here on the 
psychology shared drive here:  
 REDACTED FOR DATA SAFETY AND SECURITY 
 
How interested community members can learn more about the project and sign-up for a 
workshop: 

1. Community members interested in participating in the project should complete the 
“Native American Digital Storytelling Interest Form” found at this website: 
REDACTED FOR DATA SAFETY AND SECURITY (We used a Qualtrics form 
that could be accessed through a Survey Monkey link). The PI will check this 
daily. 

      *This is the ideal route to participation to track community members’ interest 
because it includes questions to screen for eligibility and the workshop dates community 
members are available for 

2. If community members cannot access the form for any reason, individuals can 
contact the PI directly through phone or email and she will ask them the questions 
on the form and complete it.  

 
Steps for onboarding participants:  
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1. Once community members complete the interest form, the PI will follow-up with 
them within 48-hours.  

2. During the follow-up, the PI will provide additional information about the 
research project, such as: 

• The purpose of the project 
• What the DST workshop involves 
• Completing the questionnaire with measures and story prompts 

beforehand 
• Collecting photos, documents, and digital media for digital story 
• Compensation 

3. The PI will then complete verbal consent procedures with community members 
and review information on compensation 

4. The PI will schedule community members for a digital storytelling workshop 
based on their availability provided on the form and receive their lunch order 

5. The PI will assess if individuals have an email address to be sent a personalized 
link for the online questionnaire or if they need a paper copy of it 

a. Online Questionnaire: Participants will be sent a personalized link for their 
online questionnaire to their email address. Participants completing online 
questionnaires will be asked to complete the questionnaire by noon the 
day prior to the workshop they are scheduled for. This is to ensure that the 
PI has adequate time to copy the digital story narratives to bring to the 
workshop.  

i. When sending participants the online questionnaire via email, 
please use the email template on the psychology shared drive. 

b. Paper Questionnaire: Participants who require a paper questionnaire will 
be provided one by the PI in an envelope. The envelope should include a 
paper questionnaire and a paper consent form. The PI must obtain consent 
on a paper consent form and sign it in addition to participants. Participants 
will be required to bring paper questionnaires completed with them to the 
digital storytelling workshop they are scheduled for. Paper copies of these 
items can be found here on the psychology shared drive. 
*Whether it is an electronic or paper questionnaire, participants should 
be given a minimum of three days to complete the questionnaire as it 
includes the story prompts. Since we’re asking questionnaires to be 
completed by noon the day before workshops, participants must receive 
the questionnaire three-days prior to that (e.g., community members 
scheduled for Thursday workshops should receive their questionnaire by 
Monday at noon at the latest).  

6. We will begin to document participant information at this stage in an excel 
spreadsheet that tracks contact with participants, the status of their questionnaire, 
compensation, and their lunch order, which can be found on the psychology 
shared drive. This will also ensure you do not over-schedule workshops with 
community members.  

 
48-hours Before Workshops 
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Reminder email: 

1. Send participants the template for the reminder email that informs them of their 
workshop date and tasks to complete beforehand (i.e., questionnaire, collecting 
digital media) 

2. If participants don’t have an email address, call them or text them (which ever 
they indicated is their preferred method of contact) with the condensed version of 
the reminder email: 

“This is a reminder that you are scheduled to attend the digital storytelling 
workshop on DAY, DATE from Xam-Xpm at [INSERT THE 
COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION NAME]. Please bring images or other 
documents with you that you would like to include in your digital story.” 

 
Ordering food for workshops: 

1. Food for workshop participants will be ordered from XXX. Food orders must be 
placed 48-hours prior to workshops. Once there is a final list of participants for a 
given workshop, the PI will place the food order.  

 
Day Before Workshops 
 
Compensating participants for completing the questionnaire before the workshop: 

1. Participants who complete the questionnaire before the workshop will be 
compensated with a $20 Amazon gift card sent to their email.  
*We ideally want it to be completed by noon, however, if the questionnaire is 
completed before the workshop at all, we’ll still compensate community members 

2. The confirmation must be saved under the “Participant Correspondence” folder to 
be forwarded to psychology accounting.  

 
Retrieving story narratives from Qualtrics: 

1. Participants’ story narratives should be retrieved from Qualtrics the day before 
workshops, after the noon deadline. Open the “Digital Storytelling Workshop 
Survey” from Qualtrics and open the “Data & Analysis” tab. From there, you can 
open the responses to each questionnaire and copy the responses to the story 
prompts.   

2. Then save the story prompts and participants’ responses to individual word 
documents with the participant’s first name only and the workshop number as the 
file name (e.g., “Jill_W1”). This should be saved on the psychology shared drive. 

3. Participants’ story prompts and responses will also be pasted into a Google Doc 
under the Google Account they are assigned for their Chromebook (see 
“Assigning participants Google Accounts to use during workshops” below). 
Community members will finalize their stories from this document at the 
workshop.   

 

Assigning participants’ Google Accounts to use during workshops: 
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1. Participants will need a Google Account (email address and password) to use the 
Chromebooks during the workshops. There are ten Google accounts that we 
created for the project that will be used by participants during the workshops. 
Before workshops, participants should be assigned one account and this 
information should be documented in an excel spreadsheet found on the 
psychology shared drive. 

2. Participants will be provided their Google Account information to log into 
Chromebooks at the workshop and access their narrative.  

 
Creating participant packets: 

1. Packets will be created for participants the day before the workshop. Packets 
include: 

a. 1 folder 
b. The story prompts with the participants’ responses 
c. Participant’s assigned Google Account and password  
d. Consent form 
e. Digital Story Consent to Release Form 
f. Compensation information form 
g. Feedback Form 
h. Mental health resource list  
i. Handout of PPT slides 
j. Pg. 11 of the Immigrant Stories workshop guide 
k. Workshop schedule 
l. Pen 
m. PI’s contact information 

2. Folders should be pre-made and stored in the NICE Lab with the exception of 
items b & c. These should be added to the folders the day before the workshops 
when preparing materials for transportation (see section below on “Organizing 
and gathering materials for workshop”). Make sure that the correct story and 
account information are placed in the folder. Pens and business cards with PI 
contact information are in the storage container labeled “Jill’s Dissertation” in the 
NICE Lab. If we ever run out of these documents for folders, items c-f can be 
found on the psychology shared drive.  

 
Organizing and gathering materials for workshop: 

1. The following items should be brought to every digital story workshop: 
a. Chromebooks (+ chargers) 
b. Portable scanner  
c. USB flash drives 
d. USB cords for iPhone, Android, and the portable scanner 
e. Projector (+ power cord) 
f. Power strip 
g. USB microphones 
h. Gift cards for compensation 
i. Binders with this protocol 
j. Participant folders 
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k. Materials for smudging and talking circle 
2. Items a-g are stored in the locked filing cabinet in the NICE Lab. These items 

should be removed from the filing cabinet and placed in the large storage bins in 
the NICE Lab to be transported to where the workshops will be facilitated. 
Workshop facilitators and research assistants will be given binders with this 
protocol in it, which can be stored in the NICE Lab. Participant folders are in the 
storage container in the NICE Lab labeled “Jill’s Dissertation.”  
*Do not ever put completed participant folders back in the storage container 
unlocked. Completed folders should be placed in large plastic bin for 
transportation to workshop or in the locked filing cabinet if transportation is not 
immediately  
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During the Digital Storytelling Workshop 

Workshops 
 
The schedule: 
 

1. The schedule for the digital storytelling workshop is as follows: 
 

9:00am – Introduction to the Native American Digital Storytelling Workshop  
• Smudge  
• Talking circle for introductions 
• Overview of the project 
• Review of participants’ folders 
• Viewing example digital stories 
• Logging onto Chromebooks 
• Create Immigrant Stories account 

 
9:30am – Discuss & Finalize Digital Story Narratives 

• Edit and put finishing touches on your written narrative 
• Share your narrative (optional) 

 
11:00am – Voiceover Tutorials & Recording 

• How to record and edit voiceover 
• Practice and record your voiceover 
• Edit your voiceover 
*We’ll scan your photos and documents while you’re recording and 
editing your voiceover.  

 
12:00pm – Lunch  

 
1:00pm – Image & Sound Tutorials & Gathering 

• How to find images and sounds with Creative Commons licenses 
• Search for additional images, videos, or sound 
• Upload all of your digital media to your WeVideo account through the 

Immigrant Stories website 
 

2:00pm – Video Editing & Tutorials 
• How to edit your digital story in WeVideo 
• Put all of your digital media together for your final digital story 
• Store on a USB to keep forever 

 
4:00pm – Sharing & Wrap-Up 

• Share your digital story with the group (optional) 
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• Complete the compensation form, feedback form, and consent to share 
digital story form (optional) 

• Talking circle to close 
 
Facilitating the workshops: 
 
PowerPoint slides will be used to guide workshop facilitation, which can be found on the 
psychology shared drive. 
 

1. 8:30am – 9:00am 
 
The workshop facilitator and research assistants will arrive at [COMMUNITY 
ORGANIZATION] at 8:30am to set up the technology (i.e., projector, scanner) 
and prepare for the workshop. This includes preparing the PowerPoint slides for 
presentation, preparing the space for the workshop if necessary and determining 
which areas at the community organization will be available to record voiceovers 
during the workshop (i.e., the gym, auditorium, etc). Greet participants as they 
arrive. We will hand folders out and tell participants that we will go over the 
materials once we get started.  
 

2. 9:00am – 9:30am: Introduction to the Native American Digital Storytelling 
Project 
 
We will begin workshop with a smudge and a brief talking circle 
 

“Thank you all for coming today and participating in this project. We’re 
very excited to have you here. Before we get started with the workshop, we 
will begin with a smudge and a brief talking circle to introduce ourselves. 
We will pass this buffalo along and when you have it, you may share as 
little or as much as you would like about yourself. Of course, we ask that 
you do not speak over others while they have the talking piece.” 

  
Overview of the project (goes along with PowerPoint Slides) 
 

“Thank you all for sharing. We’ll now take some time to tell you more 
about this project and to go over the items in your folder. The idea for this 
project began last summer as I began working on a different project 
through the Immigrant History Research Center called Immigrant Stories. 
Like we’re going to be doing here today, Immigrant Stories helps recent 
immigrants create digital stories, which are brief videos with images, 
stories, and text about a personal experience. Here is a story from that 
project…” 
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 Watch digital story here.  
 
“While I was working on the Immigrant Stories project, I had the thought 
that I would love to do a similar project using digital storytelling with 
Native American communities to empower people to share about 
representations of their culture and how it has shaped who they are. So 
today, we’ll be using the Immigrant Stories website to create your digital 
story with the narrative you wrote, which you’ll be able to keep for 
yourself when the workshop is over. For the Immigrant Stories project, 
individuals can choose to share their digital stories with the Immigrant 
History Research Center to have them preserve for the public and future 
generations to access as a learning tool. Similar to this, you will have the 
option at the end of the workshop to give me permission to use, reproduce, 
distribute, or share your digital story publicly. If you don’t want me to use, 
reproduce, distribute, or share your digital story publicly, I will only use it 
for research purposes. Does anyone have any questions? 
 
If you look in your folder, you’ll see a few different things. [REVIEW 
FOLDER CONTENTS].” 

 
 Then handout Chromebooks. 
 

“When you open your Chromebook, you’ll see that you have to enter an 
email address and password. Please enter the email address and 
password from the sheet in your folder. Once you’re logged in, make sure 
you’re connected to the WiFi. Once you’ve done that, please go the 
Immigrant Stories website listed on the sheet and create an account to use 
during today’s workshop Chromebook [SHOW THIS ON PROJECTOR]. 
We don't need this now but we will later.” 
 

3. 9:30am – 11:00: Discuss & Finalize Digital Story Narratives 
 

“Now that you’re logged onto your Chromebook and have an Immigrant 
Stories account, you can spend some time editing and putting the final 
touches on your story narrative. If you open Google Drive on your 
Chromebook [SHOW THIS ON PROJECTOR], you can go to Google 
Docs here where you’ll find your responses to the story prompts. You want 
to turn what you’ve written so far into a script so that it flows together. 
You can spend some time editing, adding more to your story, or 
reorganizing parts. There’s this helpful tutorial here on writing your 
story, which we can watch now.” 
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 Watch Tips for Writing Your Story Tutorial 
 

“Feel free to talk among yourselves and share what you have with others 
if you want to. Please let us know if you have any questions about your 
story, need help, or want us to look your story over with you.  
 
If you completed a paper questionnaire, you can come work with any of us 
to enter your story into the Chromebook.” 

 
4. 11:00am – 12:00pm: Voiceover Tutorials & Recording 

 
“Now that you’ve finalized your script, we’re going to prepare for the next 
steps in creating your digital stories. First, we’re going to watch a quick 
tutorial on ‘How to Record a Voiceover.’ And then we’ll watch a tutorial 
for selecting images for your digital story 

 
 Watch Tutorials 
 

“Those provide you with a quick overview of recording your voiceover. 
Now, we’re going to have you will practice your script and record your 
voiceover, and then edit it after for any mistakes.” 
 

At this point, the PI will scan photos or documents while community members are 
practicing reading their story and recording their audio voiceover. Research 
assistants will help participants practice and record voiceovers in spaces we 
previously identified as “good” (i.e., little background noise, relatively quiet) for 
recording. When participants return from recording their voiceover, upload their 
recording to WeVideo through their Immigrant Stories account. Show participants 
1-on-1 how to edit their voiceover again, as demonstrated on the tutorial, then 
leave them to edit while you help other participants record. We are there to 
answer any questions or provide extra assistance if need be.  

 
5. 12:00pm – 1:00pm: Lunch 

 
6. 1:00pm – 2:00pm: Image & Sound Tutorials & Gathering 

 
“Now that we’re back for the second half of the workshop, we’ll have 
some time to gather additional digital media you may want to use for your 
digital story and uploading it to WeVideo. If folks want to use images or 
sound from the web that are not yours, like from Google or another search 
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engine, you have to search for images and sound that have a Creative 
Commons license, which is a license that allows you to share, use, and 
reproduce images. You can find Creative Commons licensed images and 
sound in a few steps by going to the Creative Commons website 
(https://search.creativecommons.org/), clicking “modify, adapt, or build 
upon” but not “use for commercial purposes.” You can then enter what 
you would like to search for in the top box, and then clicking any of the 
boxes below to find what you’re looking for, whether it be Google for 
images or SoundCloud for music. If you use Creative Commons licensed 
images, you will have to include a reference slide at the end of your digital 
story, which we can show you how to do when you get there. Until then, 
let’s just make sure you have all your media you want to use.  
 

The PI can scan in any additional photos or documents that people want to use, or take 
pictures of any objects they may have brought to workshop for their digital story.  
 

7. 2:00pm – 4:15pm: Video Editing & Tutorials 
 

“Now that you have all the media you want to use, we have to put it all 
together in the order that you want it to be shown in the your digital story. 
Before we start, we’ll watch another tutorial about creating your digital 
story.” 

 
Watch Creating Your Digital Story Tutorial 
 

“I’m going to show you on the projector how to do some of these editing 
techniques to with your video. You can follow along on your digital story 
if you want to give some of these things a try.” 
 

Shows examples of editing story on WeVideo 
 

“Does anyone have any questions? We will be here if you have questions 
about your digital story or want to know how to do something. We’re 
extremely happy to help you edit your story. If you’re using Creative 
Commons licensed images or sounds, let us know and we’ll show you how 
to make a reference slide at the end. Please go ahead and get started 
whenever you’re ready.” 
 

The PI and research assistants will check-in with participants to see how they are 
doing throughout this stage 
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“When you’re finished with your digital story, please raise your hand and 
let us know. We will bring over a USB drive to save your story onto. You 
can then keep the USB with your story on it. If you’d like, we can also 
email it to you. We’ll copy your story from your USB to save on a secure 
server for research purposes.” 

 
When participants are done, we will save their digital story on a USB from their 
Chromebook. Immediately, give the PI the USB to copy the digital story to the 
psychology shared drive to store securely. When it is copied to the psychology 
shared drive, check to make sure the file is not damaged. Then give the USB to 
the participant to keep. 

 
8. 4:15pm – 5:00pm: Sharing & Wrap-Up 

 
“These digital stories look fantastic. With the time we have left, we’re 
going to share some of your digital stories for those who would like to. We 
only have time for one or two. Does anyone want to share theirs?” 

 
 View digital stories 
 

“What a great story. I’d love to share more of the digital stories from this 
project to a wider audience,like at a community event here in the fall. If 
you’re interested in being contacted for this, please let me know before 
you leave today. But now that you’re finished with your digital story, we 
ask you to pull out the form in your folder that says ‘Permission to Use 
Digital Story.’ Please look this over and decide whether you’d like to give 
me permission to use, reproduce, distribute, or share your digital story 
publicly. Doing so will allow me to create a website where people can 
access your digital story to learn from and to raise awareness. If you want 
to do this, please go ahead and complete the form and give it to me at the 
end of the workshop. We also ask you to provide feedback about the 
workshop on the feedback form in your folder. It is confidential and we 
will use this information to improve the workshops, so please do not put 
your name on it. We also ask you to complete the compensation form. With 
this information, I will load your gift card with $20 for you to use.” 

 
Have participants complete these forms. The facilitator will take all forms and file 
accordingly in manila folders. The PI will also compensate participants $20 during this 
time by assigning them a prepaid debit card on the Greenphire ClinCard website and 
giving them the card.  
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“Thank you all so much for coming today. We will now close with a brief 
talking circle. I’d like for us to end with what we are taking away from 
today’s workshop.” 

 
 End with talking circle 
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After the Digital Storytelling Workshops 
 
Immediately After  
 
Packing up: 

1. Go through the “packing-up” checklist for the workshop and make sure we have 
everything. Make sure to check these items off under the correct workshop date 
and put your initials. This is taped onto the plastic storage bins we transport 
workshop supplies in.  

 
Participant tracking: 

1. Update the participant tracking log with the appropriate information, noting the 
participant completed the workshop, whether or not they signed the form to share 
their digital story, and that they were compensated. 

 
Changing password for Google Accounts: 

1. Change passwords for Google/Gmail accounts and document new passwords on 
the psychology shared drive. 
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Appendix C 
 

Narrative Transcripts from Digital Stories 1–67 
 
Story 1 
 
“Justice for Native People, Justice for Native Me” 
 
How to write the Great American Indian novel. 
All of the Indians must have tragic features: tragic noses, eyes, and arms. 
Their hands and fingers must be tragic when they reach for tragic food. 
The hero must be a half-breed, half White and half Indian, preferably from a horse 
culture. He should often weep alone.14 

 
I am as Native as my father. Old-school Native: My father, his mother, and grandmother 
were not traditionals. They were puritanical, boarding school Christians, and in their 
legacy, still are. We are not stereotypes or filled with a woodland wisdom. We are jaded 
and cautious and hardworking, and when we weep, we weep alone. I am as White as my 
mother. Staying White through the admission of guilt and the acknowledgement of a 
depraved indifference. Happily egocentric, immersed in the national fiction. ‘I know they 
suffered tragedy trauma and extreme malfeasance, but they’re uneducated and ill-
mannered and irresponsible.’ Integration, also known as submission, is offered as a 
compassionate option. Native is what I am not. I have not grown in a Native community 
and have only come in later life to know some Native people and to develop some 
connection to local Native culture. I don’t speak English like a Native or understand local 
Native cultural norms. Native is what I am. Brown and black haired, hawk-nose, cheek-
boned enough that I am at least a White man's Indian. They know me from my multiple 
film cameos where I am often drunk, confused, simple minded, and kind. They know me 
from the historical fiction of their youth where I portray a barbaric loser. I am Native or 
some type of bipedal forest creature; I am Native because Native is what they are not. I 
am for justice for Native people, or at least justice for Native me. Justice for Native me 
might be not claiming to be Native if you’re not. Who do you spend your time with? And 
what are your physical circumstances in a racist society? Do you have to tell people that 
you are Native? And does it seem that your doing so gives other White people license to 
argue that their 1/32 Native blood makes them Native too? Do you suffer as Native or do 
you gain as Native? Do you fall short as Native or does it lift you up? Does it keep you 
from having a job or does it get you a job? Is Native a thoughtful choice or a depressing 
reality? Justice for Native me is the death of flute music and the discontinuation of the 
generic image of Sitting Bull. Not equating Native with poverty and ignorance. If I know 
                                                
14 Sherman Alexie, “How to Write the Great American Indian Novel” from The Summer of Black Widows. 
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five words in my traditional language, I am not an Indian. To be Native is not to know a 
lot about the woods. To be Native is not to be part of a fictional hemisphere-wide culture. 
To be Native is not a casual exploration of my heritage. Justice for Native me is rigorous 
honesty. Now I sit with people who are simultaneously Native and not Native and discuss 
identity decisions based in the tolerable degree of honesty, fearfully designing a 
comfortable reality. Real but not too real. Comfortably Native, possibly not White, 
defined by societies that are not our own. 
 
In the Great American Indian novel, when it is finally written, all of the White people 
will be Indians and all of the Indians will be ghosts. 
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Story 2 
 
I've lived most my life in New Mexico born into the Dine tribe. I stayed close to the land 
on which I was born and spent some summers in Shiprock, NM. The times I spent on the 
reservation were memorable because I remember wishing as a 7 year old that I could talk 
and understand my native language. I spent time listening to elders tell stories but always 
felt left out. Even at a young age I knew that my culture was in danger of dying inside of 
me. So, each time I went back to Shiprock I asked my elders to only talk to me in Navajo, 
and I began to catch on quickly. It was then I knew that my culture and language will 
always be with me no matter how far I drifted away from my home land. Dine is a 
matriarchal culture and we are beginning to lose that. My mother has been a huge 
influence in my life. My mom helped me to develop into the woman I am today. My 
resilience, my determination and my ability to forgive have all been modeled by my 
mother. I observed and learned from her mistakes. She has given me many talks about 
life and the real value of the life I choose to live. Where my heart is, is where my treasure 
lies. We all experience our own hardships and challenges and being born a female is 
already a tough hand but to be born indigenous is even tougher. The challenges laid 
before us do not define us but the way we face them is what builds character. I have been 
discriminated against simply because of the way I look and not because of my character. 
Someone once told me to go back to my country but I feel sorry for that person because 
they don't understand. I see that experience as an opportunity to practice forgiveness. 
Discrimination and racism is learned. If someone is raised in a home where racism is the 
norm, that individual never has a chance to really be themselves. The only way to stop 
this is through education. Educating our young ones on how to treat each other, how to 
respect each other and how to forgive. Being ignorant is a disadvantage and a poverty of 
the spirit. Indigenous people have suffered hardship but we are still here. We were 
massacred but I am still here. Our culture has been raped but I am still here. We will still 
be here in the years to come because I forgive because I love. Strength is not why we are 
still here, it is because we were given the peace by the Creator to endure the troubles of 
this world. The challenge of an indigenous woman will always be difficult but I always 
remember that I come from a long history of women who endured, women who 
overcame, women who never gave up, women who made my existence possible. For 
them and the women coming after me, I will find peace in this chaotic world through the 
things that matter: Love, forgiveness, gratitude, patience and faith. My journey is not 
over yet and my story has just begun.   
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Story 3 
 
Boozhoo widigoo indizinikaaz. I am tri-racial. Native, African American and Latino, but 
I was raised by Ojibwe women. Being raised Anishinabe gave me identity. Sharon Day, 
my grandmother, is my biggest inspiration. She raised me from the day that I came home 
from the hospital. She not only told me how to live, but she showed me how to live. She 
showed me how to live by our 7 Grandmother and Grandfather teachings. I grew up for 
most of my life in Saint Paul, highland park. But, I spent summers and the weekends at 
my parents who lived in Saint Paul, Frogtown. These 2 neighborhoods are in the same 
city but very different. Highland park is a quiet and predominantly white neighborhood. 
Like every place, it has its plus and minuses. On one hand we could leave the door open - 
unlocked to our house - and not have to worry about anything being stolen.  I could ride 
my bike from one side of town to the other and not have to worry about my safety. I 
made a lot of friends and felt very much a part of the community. On the other hand, I 
was looked at and treated differently than my peers by my friends’ parents and even 
neighbors. At times I was told, “Go back to your own neighborhood you rat.” I guess at 
times it just seemed like the norm. I got used to it. Frogtown was completely opposite. It 
was a predominantly black neighborhood. So in some aspects, it was easier. People 
looked, talked and walked like me. But also it had its downsides. This is the place where I 
got into my first fight. The neighborhood is not a very safe place. We had to be on the 
stoop by sun down. Growing up, I played multiple sports in both communities. Can you 
believe I never played a sport with another Native American? I guess you can say that 
was a very clear depiction on Native American presence in both neighborhoods. Neither 
neighborhood had very much knowledge or care about Native American culture. But 
that's okay, because inside of my home I was getting a full dose of culture. From going to 
powwows, ceremonies, and cultural events, I felt like I had everything I needed to be me. 
Since I could remember, I’ve been very proud of who I am. I always felt like I had to 
represent for my people. Any chance I've had to show off my culture, I have. I’ve danced 
at every talent show. I've  brought in something from my culture to every show-and- tell. 
When I wear my beadwork and my Native American clothing, I wear it proudly. When I 
hear our music, it makes the hairs on my arm stand up and gives me this feeling that only 
my culture can give me. I feel grateful and privileged to be raised by my culture. In order 
for other people to understand who Indigenous people are, they need to learn about us. I 
think the first step is to acknowledge this is Indigenous land. Secondly, if you do not have 
an Indigenous friend or associate please go find one, because in order to know more and 
understand our culture you need to know us first. 
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Story 4 
 
A common misconception is the assumption that god created flowers on a higher plane 
than dirt, or say, tornadoes. Because of early nurturing by my parents and culture, I was 
able to survive and then thrive into the person I am today. My mother was raised in a 
logging camp by her father and then sent to boarding school. She ran away in 7th grade. 
A small thin girl, 12 years old, running from South Dakota to northern Minnesota in an 
age of no cell phones, google, or interstate highways. She was a force, a whirlwind. 
Without being parented herself, she never had the opportunity to learn a parenting skill 
set. Alcoholism, violence, poverty, and a state system that, in the 1950s, was removing 
children from Native homes at an alarmingly high rate. Some reservations had removal 
rates as high as 60%. Struggle is my first, last, and middle name. I am the heat mirage 
shimmer, an untouchable illusion. I didn’t ask to be alone, to rise above the heat. 
 
When I started first grade I was placed in a foster home. From day one I had to learn to 
duck and dodge physical, sexual, spiritual and emotional abuse. This continued for 
twelve years. The day I graduated high school I returned to my father’s home, where he 
showed me a telegram from Montana stating that my mother had died three days earlier. 
So began my journey home. I went searching for you in suicidal hazes, alcohol induced 
rages, and lonely Indian blues songs. Sometime, sorrow consumed my soul. 
 
What has been a constant in my life is a spiritual grounding that has always been with 
me, protected me, guided me. I never doubted that my parents loved me, wanted me. And 
I have always known the spirits who walk alongside me. I began to make sense of the 
craziness of my life during the early years of the American Indian Movement and when 
in my American Indian studies classes I read books like God is Red by Vine Deloria and 
Dee Brown’s Bury My Heart at Wounded knee. Floyd Westerman and Buffy St. Marie 
sang our liberation songs. I got to spend time around spiritual elders like the Crow Dogs, 
Eddie Benton Benai, and Phillip Deere. 
I am a woman, I have been torn from my roots and the seeds of my being strewn across 
the country side. I have replanted my soul and am struggling to break ground. I have 
pulled together my life giving forces and am nurturing them in the glow of the first 
quarter moon. I think I grew back into myself after having my own children and making 
the decision to never do anything that would lead to my losing them to the foster care 
system. I quit all alcohol and drugs. I focused on being a parent with the mantra of “first 
of all do no harm,” recognizing that I too, had grown up without a good parenting skill 
set. 
 
I am the soil from which all things grow. The seeds of all the nations are carried in my 
womb. My children are the seventh generation of the treaties and the trees are too 
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precious to be made into paper and ink fades in the winds and waters of time. My life 
today is very good. I am surrounded by family I love and who love me. I create by 
writing. I attend our traditional ceremony. The presence of unhealed historical trauma 
impacts me as I see our community hurt by the cycle of trauma - both external like the 
high number of missing and murdered women and also how we ourselves continue to 
behave in so many dysfunctional ways. My intention for us would be that we could begin 
to see that we are more resilient than our trauma. Genocide removed our flesh and blood 
until all that’s heard – if you stop to hear – are the songs of elders rising from the 
homeland and children waiting to be born, singing ancestral victory songs. 
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Story 5  
 
I grew up wondering where I belonged. I knew pain - emotional, physical, spiritual, 
sexual. I used school and books as my safety. Yes, I knew hope. I aspired to wholeness. I 
tried alcohol, drugs, sex to escape my feelings, yet they never sufficed. I tried Meth one 
day, and it changed my life. I knew I didn’t want to travel that road of the people I used 
with. I did not want to become a bitter person. I wanted to get out of my life as it was. I 
knew I wanted to be myself. I decided to be sober, prayed for guidance, and was led to 
recovery with my stay at Kateri residence. I followed the program which included 20 
hours of self-care a week, AA, therapy, cultural teachings and events, and a thriving 
GLBT community. I found home and a place to love myself - a genderqueer, two-spirit, 
boi-femme, Nehiyaw Iskwew. I continue to strive to be a better Mo each day. My life 
was a mixture of love and terror, uncertainty. Different abuses by my mom, male cousins, 
uncles, and a grandfather. Yet fun times with my huge families at gatherings, where we 
made forts and laughed and joked and fought - fun times. I love my family regardless of 
the way that the traumas I endured came through them, because it didn’t truly come 
through them. It came from the intergenerational trauma we as Native people endure and 
have coped with since the arrival of Europeans. I am here! And I love me today! 
  
If it wasn't for the community here in Minneapolis, I wouldn't know the power of praying 
with tobacco, I wouldn't know that beading and regalia making is soothing to the soul. 
That drumming would free me to grieve, or that dancing in regalia was attainable for me 
in my genderqueer self. 
The best parts of me come from Indigenous pathways. I love to dance in my men’s 
traditional regalia, bead, sing with my hand drum, and pray with tobacco. It is definitely 
the life I love to live. 
 
I learned that I could embrace certain teachings, and still be true to me as a Two Spirit. I 
was influenced by the many teachings i received from various mentors and Elders to 
choose culture over my Christian upbringing. Smudging, praying with tobacco, 
drumming, beading, dancing powwow, all came into my life from immersing myself into 
community. I love Minneapolis! 
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Story 6 
 
As a youth, I was unaware of the genocide of Native peoples in the Americas. Mass 
extermination through means of unlimited war and scorched earth policies was not yet 
explained to me. I assumed that the stories I heard from my elders were limited to a brief 
time and space in history and that our government was solely responsible for blame. I 
believed the pop-culture view that American Indians gave way to a better way of living. 
Not knowing the real history of the Americas until going to college, I accepted the status 
quo. I wore a Cleveland Indians hat with a sense of pride and authenticity, as if I was one 
of few people that could wear the hat with honor. I thought the “End of the Trail” image 
was cool, because it was an Indian on a horse that sacrificed for the greater good. I was 
brainwashed, assimilated and thoroughly colonized. 
  
My first glimpse in to the rabbit hole of genocide in the Americas was the parallels to 
Nazi Germany and dehumanizing imagery they used for Jews. It was described to me that 
the Cleveland Indians mascot, Chief Wahoo was the same image Nazis used to 
dehumanize Jews. The only difference in the imagery was that the Indians logo was red 
and had feathers. As my college career progressed, I learned more about the 
exterminations of Indian peoples by European immigrants and how it was reinforced by 
genocidal policies enacted by the U.S. government and the organized religions from 
Europe. The Catholic church granted permissions to Christians to enact genocide via the 
Papal Bulls while continued support from the U.S. government was excused through the 
idea of manifest destiny. These tactics were not supported by all Christians and 
government officials but those that opposed these tactics were powerless to stop it due to 
the power that tyrants were given through these institutions. What is worse is that our 
retaliation to genocide and unlimited war upon us was turned in to the cause of the 
problem. We were and still are villainized for standing up for ourselves and our natural 
resources. 
  
My work has many layers to it, but what is most important is that I humanize us in the 
context of 21st century peoples. The same way that organized religions and the U.S. 
Government destroyed Indigenous peoples of the Americas is the same way that U.S. 
governments and corporations are exploiting us all today. I want to help empower 
ourselves and our allies to stand up to these tyrants that continually abuse power. By 
using imagery from my art from pop-culture I empower contemporary Natives as the 
authentic peoples of the Americas. With these efforts, I hope to subversively educate 
folks that have ingrained ideologies from false narratives. And not only hope that folks 
wake up and realize that Indigenous peoples are relevant in the 21st century and  not 
villains in the way of progress but advocates for human rights and guardians of our 
natural resources. I want folks to realize that we can no longer allow tyrants to scorch this 
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planet in the name of greed just because it's “legal.” I hope that my projects can inspire 
folks to educate themselves in the same way that the “Chief Wahoo” mascot inspired me 
to educate myself. 
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Story 7 
 
I was born and raised on the Red Lake Indian reservation and had lived in Minneapolis 
for five years after high school. Although rez life can be challenging, living in Red Lake 
since birth gave me such pride for me, my people and  my culture. Living in Minneapolis 
amplified that thought, and it wasn't until I was away from home until I found my calling. 
I fell in love with the Ojibwe language while I lived away from home. In 2015, my 
fourteen-year-old nephew battled cancer throughout the entire year. Throughout this year, 
I built up a strong feeling of helplessness and unworthiness. After cancer took Aaron 
from us, I was sitting at his traditional funeral and Anton Treuer began speaking in fluent 
Ojibwe. While sending off my nephew, I remember thinking about how beautiful my 
language was, but also shameful because I didn't know much. After the funeral, I began 
researching tribal language loss statistics, and I barely slept after this - something clicked 
without me realizing, and I'm thankful to Aaron every day because during the worst day, 
but also the best day of my life, I found a piece of my identity at his ceremony, and he 
changed all of our lives with his kindness, love, and heart. Prior to knowing that I wanted 
to spend the rest of my life serving the Ojibwe language, I hadn't ever thought of where I 
sat within society, or what my true identity was as an Ojibwe person. The largest 
influence on what I do today is knowing my dad beat in school for speaking Ojibwe 
language at the age of six. The reason why this is the most influential to me is that, if my 
father was literally beat for speaking our language, and nearly fifty-five years later, his 
daughter is learning the language, and pursuing her education to become a licensed 
Ojibwe teacher, then I broke the cycle. I hold this at such a high regard because it truly 
shows the pure strength of Ojibwe culture and language, but at the same time, it gives me 
so much strength within my identity as an Ojibwe person. What I'd like people to know 
based off of my story is that you can have everything: culture, identity, and education. 
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Story 8 
 
As a young child I always heard about stories of family members and relatives that had 
served in the military. My dad, after he graduated high school, enlisted in the Seabees and 
served from 1959-1961. He would tell us stories about the time he was in Cuba, or when 
he was stationed in Spain, building airstrips, as well as mischievous tales of a young man 
enjoying life, traveling to far away places.  As I got older I also heard stories about my 
dad’s brothers who had served in Vietnam and my dad’s cousin Steve Zimmerman who 
was a decorated soldier in World War II. I was later told that my middle name Steven 
was in honor of Steve and it became a source of pride as I got older, and I eventually 
ended up enlisting in the United States Army. When I started to look at my family’s 
military service I also started to realize that American Indians, as a whole, have served in 
extremely high numbers in every war or conflict that America has ever been in.  I also 
started to recognize that here was an incredible story that needed to be told; my dad and 
his three brothers, from the small reservation of Grand Portage, in northern Minnesota, all 
served in the military during the Vietnam Era, and all came back alive to tell about it. 
  
As I previously mentioned my dad, Terry Zimmerman, the oldest of four boys, served in 
the Seabees from 1959-1961.  Although he never went to Vietnam, he served during that 
era and was in Cuba during the time that Castro led forces overthrew Batista and his 
followers.  His brother Tim enlisted in the Marines in 1965 and was in Vietnam by the 
early months of 1966. About eight months into his tour, he received a Medal of Valor for 
saving an injured comrade and a few days later received a Purple Heart for an injury 
sustained during a firefight.  Their younger brother Thane also enlisted in the Marines 
and was sent to Vietnam in April of 1967 and completed his tour in 1968. Four years later 
the youngest brother Tracy enlisted in the Army and served in Vietnam until November 
of 1972. Tracy was the only one to become a career soldier, as he served for 21 years and 
retired in 1993. 
  
I know that this legacy not only influenced me to serve in the military, but my brother 
also served in the National Guards for over 20 years and won Soldier of the Year 
accolades as well as spending time in Iraq.  I also had a cousin who served in the 
National Guards for many years and a nephew who was recently discharged from the 
National Guards. Each year during the Grand Portage Rendezvous Days Powwow we pay 
tribute to the Veterans in our family by dancing for them during the Veteran’s Song and 
we have also raised the American flag in the powwow arena in their memory.  I have also 
paid homage to the veterans in my family by carrying in the flag and being a part of the 
color guards at other powwows. Although I would never want my children or my 
grandchildren to serve in the military, it is something that they can always take pride in 
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and know that when their country put a call out for warriors, the Zimmerman clan heeded 
that call and luckily did not have to make the ultimate sacrifice. 
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Story 9 
 
My personal journey started with hard work and persistence, I am who I am today 
because of my family and my willingness to not give up. The dream of having a white 
picket fence and a minivan was never part of me, let alone dreaming of what I wanted to 
be when I grew up. I was too busy surviving, so was my family. We consist of resistance 
and resiliency stemming from years of intergenerational trauma, culture loss, substance 
abuse, violence, poverty, death, and racism. Women in my family are STRONG! I have 
spent years walking between two cultures. The colonized world and the Ojibwe world. I 
spent half of my time in the city and the other half on the reservation, two very different 
ways of living. I wasn't raised as a traditional Ojibwe woman. My family was heavily 
impacted by the boarding school era and Native culture wasn't talked about. My grandma 
raised my mother and her siblings catholic and I was even baptized catholic. I guess I 
knew back then that it wasn’t meant for me. I screamed so loud that the priest was sacred. 
I spent several years attending many different churches trying to find a religion that fit. 
My grandmother didn’t reconnect with her Ojibwe language and culture until she was 
diagnosed with dementia. It was like the boarding school experience never had happened.  
As I think about what pushed me to be who I am today, I would have to say that it was 
watching my mom struggle as a single parent with three girls and the birth of my first son 
Hayden. After his birth, I decided that I wanted to walk a different path. I chose to be 
sober, explore my culture, and have the ability to provide him with all the things that my 
mom struggled to give us. I want my son to have dreams and aspirations. I want him to be 
a child for as long as he can. To make sure he’s connected to his culture, and to give him 
the space to explore what path he chooses to walk. My journey shouldn’t impact his. The 
goal is to end the cycle of intergenerational trauma.  
It wasn't until college that I met a good friend and she introduced me to the Native 
culture. I am not just talking religion. I'm talking about a way of life. The way I view the 
world both physically and spiritually. The meaning of family and the circle of life. Mino 
Bimaadiziwin! I finally felt like I fit, had somewhere to belong, and a whole new family. 
I could feel the healing of my ancestors as I grew. I am, today, a stronger Ojibwe woman. 
I am helping to reconnect my family. To this day, I am very grateful for these life 
experiences. I would never change my life. All the lessons that I learned growing up that 
made me who I am today. I am walking my path and my culture helps to guide me on my 
journey. 
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Story 10 
 
My birth name is Anthony Andrew Nichols, my Indian or Anishinabe name is 
Bebamikamiiganang. I was born at Saint Mary's Hospital in Duluth, Minnesota on 
December 19th, 1965. I was adopted at birth from my biological mother Ramona 
Lajeunesse who was Makwa Doodem (Bear Clan) from Red Lake, my biological father's 
name was Leonard Spears and he was Miigizii Doodem (Eagle Clan). My birth father 
was also Ogema, Leonard was one of the 7 Hereditary Chiefs of Red Lake Reservation 
and was fluent in Ojibwemowin (The Ojibwe Language). I was adopted at 7 months old 
by my white parents Ronald Nichols and Darlene Osberg-Nichols and grew up as an only 
child on Park Point in Duluth Minnesota. I had a good childhood and a good education 
while growing up. When I was 13 my parents got a divorce and I went with my mother to 
live at my grandparents house. It wasn't long after I completed 7th grade, me and my 
mother moved to Solon Springs, Wisconsin with my now stepfather Allen Lindblad 
whom with my mom is still with to this day. When I was 16 I went to live with my dad 
back in Duluth because I didn't see eye to eye with my step-father and I was - I guess you 
could say - a troubled youth, but not quite feral. I didn't graduate from Duluth Central 
High School on time because of my burnout lifestyle hence my lack of credits. I went to 
live with my friend I met while in Upward Bound at the University of Minnesota Duluth, 
George Strong, and his family who lived on the Nett Lake Reservation otherwise known 
as Bois Forte (which means "strong wood" in french). I graduated from Orr High School 
on May 18th, 1985. I was the only drummer that school year and our little 12 piece band 
went all the way to state competition and got 3 stars (that's the highest score you can get 
at state high school band competition)! I learned so much living with the Strong family 
and the people of Nett Lake like language, culture, humor and how to do hand parched 
wild rice, the whole process, which is a lot of work. Looking back in my life had I not 
attended Upward Bound and met George Strong I would not be the person I am today. I 
might have wound up just another lost bird or as some might call it, an Apple (red on the 
outside, but white on the inside). Jumping quite a bit forward in my life I was blessed 
with Nindaanis ("my daughter" in Ojibwe). Her name is Darlene Marie Whitefeather, 
who I gave a very unique name. Her first name Darlene is my mother’s first name, her 
middle name is the middle name of both biological grandmothers and her last name is her 
mother’s last name. She is named after women, in honor of women. Darlene is 16 years 
old now and lives with her mother in Bemidji, Minnesota. Our daughter is also enrolled 
at Red Lake Nation, a totally and absolutely sovereign reservation 30 miles north of 
Bamidjiigamaag the Anishinabe Aninii (native man) whom Bemidji is named after. I 
recently relocated back down here in the Twin Cities from Virginia Minnesota, which is 
located up on the Iron Range in Northern Minnesota. I like living in Saint Paul, there is 
so much more opportunity here and in living my life in sobriety, it has awakened in me 
an old spirit, a spirit that was always there, but was squandered by alcohol & drugs. So 
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now I am re-inventing myself and am in the process of getting myself established here in 
Minneapolis - Saint Paul as a Multi-Media Specialist. I do video, audio, radio and 
photographic editing and production work. I am also currently enrolled at Twin Cities 
Rise in North Minneapolis. 
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Story 11 
 
[Native language]. In Fall 2009, after graduating high school, I moved to St. Paul, 
Minnesota to attend Hamline University. It was my first time living away from home, 
which was now four hours away. I was nervous to begin my journey in a much larger 
city. During my four years at Hamline, I realized how little people knew about Native 
people and their cultures. I often felt invisible or stereotyped. There were no classes 
offered on campus that taught Indigenous history or culture. During my freshman year, I 
met two other Native students that were also attending college at Hamline. We joined 
forces to create a student organization titled Hamline’s Indigenous People’s Society.  Our 
work on campus was to create an Indigenous space for ourselves and educate the larger 
audience. Often we organized our work on campus to be extremely visible almost as a 
way to counteract how invisible we felt. After graduating college, I sought to be more 
active in the Native community within the Twin Cities. I got a job as the Program 
Director for the Little Earth Boys and Girls Club in South Minneapolis. Little Earth is the 
only urban housing project that has a Native preference in the United States. It has a deep 
history in the American Indian Movement and represents over 38 different tribal 
affiliations. Little Earth taught me a lot about history, language and tradition. It was the 
first place that I experienced both an asemaa ceremony and a full moon ceremony. I felt 
empowered and even more connected to the community and my own culture. It gave me 
a sense of price and I began to realize how important it was to teach our young people 
their culture, language, and tradition. During my time as a program director, I connected 
with community partners to bring Ojibwe language and drum making to our youth. I 
believe the most powerful tool we can use to begin to heal our communities is to 
empower our people through tradition and cultural teachings.  
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Story 12 
 
Who am I?  Let me tell a little bit about me.  To begin, I have an intact nuclear family of 
four.  Our son is a First Nation Cree from “Norway House. MAN, CA. Our daughter is 
biological. We have 3 adult grand children from our daughter. Our son gave us 2, a boy 
and a girl, who are still teens, Our son's family structure is splintered, chaotic, 
dysfunctional. I have a large extended family. Six brothers, four sisters. All of my 
extended family is alive and healthy, active in their communities, interested in the larger 
world around them. Most live close by one another and gather regularly to laugh and 
share mile- stones, birthdays, holidays, pow wows, etc. My Parents and Grandparents on 
my Mom's side are Native, MN Chippewa Tribe, and Fond Du Lac Band as far as we can 
determine.  My Dads people emigrated from Canada and probably were First Nation but 
we have no proof. I went to Levi, Quebec to research family and have a very beginning 
effort to my Dads genealogy. My Moms side is almost as difficult to trace. Her Dad, our 
Grandpa we know, we know his parents names but largely the history is missing. 
Grandma's birth story is ambiguous and sketchy beyond her parent's names. 
 
In the beginning of my story my memory is of my Mom, her Mom, Gram, and my Aunt 
Harriet.  They are sitting at the kitchen table drinking tea. They would be talking quietly. 
I wanted to know what they were saying; I tried hiding under the table. I was shooed 
outdoors. I don't know how or why, but I knew they were discussing stuff that pertained 
to relatives I did not know or had seldom seen.  Or they were whispering about relatives 
who were having some difficulties, they were talking about: native ways, native 
spirituality. All very mysterious and somehow taboo. I somehow got the impression that 
this was bad. I wanted to know more about what they knew but I was powerless. I am a 
fraternal twin. I was the "dark" one of the two of us. This was mentioned regularly. I was 
asked, “are you the dark one?” I was ashamed, I became paranoid, felt different and I 
wanted to fade into the background. 
 
Yes, I think about my culture. I believe all my brothers and sisters take great pride in our 
native heritage. We all needed to get a learning curve about the specifics of what we 
missed as urban non-reservation raised people. And we have all spent varying amounts of 
time re-acquainting ourselves with our culture and who in our shared background our role 
models were, or are, who to look up to and point with pride. My grandpa was the Captain 
of, “The Steamer America". He was a legend on the north shore of Lake Superior. 
“Indian Smith”, could find his way safely down the shore in dense fog by listening to the 
echo bouncing off the shore! My Grandma Kate once worked at the Fairlawn Museum as 
a maid! Gus Lemieux, my Grandma Kate’s brother?, cousin?, had the original Fond du 
Lac roles which he retrieved from the family vault to show us our relatives names. He 
was the guardian of the roles in order to protect from those who wanted to rewrite that 
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document. Wow! My sister Joy is a recognized, accomplished native artist who has been 
invited to and has her dolls at the Native American Smithsonian Museum in Washington, 
DC. On Grandpa Captain Smith’s side, I have a cousin who was a Benedictine Sister at 
St. Scholastica. She did her Master's thesis on, “Chippewa Music". Fabulous and 
amazing. I am different from my family only because of the geographic distance I am 
from everyone. I fly my Band's flag on special occasions and wear my regalia with great 
humility and respect. When I think of my forbearers I ask the Great Spirit to bless them 
and me. I keep a long skirt handy in the glove compartment of my vehicle should an 
opportunity arise that requires I demonstrate and show that occasion honor and respect. I 
am ready. 
 
I have lived primarily in the Midwest. For the last 25 years I have lived in Alaska. All my 
life I have had a relationship, a connection with the land and the water. I have always had 
the opportunity to work with the soil. I love gardening, growing vegetables and flowers. I 
have lived, camped, fished and thrived on the land. We camped for several weeks in the 
summer on an island near Atikokan, Canada. We did this all during our children's 
growing up years. We traveled around the Great Lake Gitchigome! I have grown to know 
that my genes, my DNA are bonded to the land. I feel a kinship when I am in the forest. I 
feel a strong compelling need to be up high. To look over the panorama that unfolds 
when I hike the mountains; as I now do in the land I have adopted as my own; Alaska. I 
think about the ancient ones, those that trod the earth and ventured long before me. What 
did they see? What did they feel? I know I am just a speck in time and I pray that my 
people, my family, my tribe continues to stay connected, continues to respect and honor 
this wonderful planet, our land. 
 
The pow wow is significant for me. My birth family have all shared this cultural activity, 
as well as my family. The color, the pageantry, the dancing, the fry bread odors, meeting 
and greeting family and friends. All wonderful! But, the most significant part for me is 
the drum. The drumming and singing. The first time I heard the singing and felt the drum, 
they were occurring in combination. I had a visceral, hair-raising effect on me. I had 
goose bumps all over my body, my brain was trying to explode and trying to take in all 
the nervous messages it was receiving. I was in the hall at UMD and the gym doors were 
open. The sound and rhythm l heard was coming through and echoing in the hallway. I 
was transported. I was almost afraid to go into the gym. I really can't explain the affect 
nor effect. I just know it was another DNA moment. I was experiencing the ancient 
cultural connection with my ancestors. My people were part of me and I was part of 
them. I am so, so invigorated by my cultural connection. It makes me glad to be alive. I 
need to share these thoughts with my family. 
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We pretty much don't discuss among ourselves. We continue to participate in all events 
we can together. Dinners, feasts, exercise, gatherings, gardening, fishing, etc. And 
because we all want to see these types of activities sustained we actively support and 
participate, to demonstrate our enthusiasm for tribal cultural activities. I believe we are 
all on the same page with the joy and satisfaction we each get out of tribal and band 
events. I am an “original” I have always been here. I will always be here. I am Native! 
Miigwech. 
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Story 13 
 
Until the age of 15, I grew up in a town of 400 people. There were no stoplights, a 
restaurant, a gas station and 3 churches. An old farm town, we were always surrounded 
by fields, and a field had always been my backyard. I learned how to drive by the age of 
10 and all of the cuss words I know today came from riding a school bus for 2 hours to 
school and 2 hours back home. My parents treated everyone as though they had been 
friends for years. We were interdependent upon each other - when you needed a 
babysitter or a lawn mower, or a ride to town, someone else was there to step up or step 
in. Interdependence was key to our survival. My dad served on City council, the parade 
planning committee, basically any committee or council that the 400 of us needed or 
didn’t need. And he always framed this work in terms of service - he was serving the 
community he was a part of. It was here that I learned the true meaning of being a 
member of a community. We then moved to what my friends and I always called "the 
Cities" but actually we lived in a suburb of the Twin Cities. Here I learned an 
independence I never had anticipated. My parents, being the community members they 
are, focused their time and energy in our Indian Ed Parent Committee for our school 
district. My sisters and I spent an hour a week each with the Indian Ed Counselor 
learning the some Dakota or Ojibwe language, beading or other cultural teachings. My 
senior year, I also served on the yearbook committee, and the editors wanted to put the 
former mascot, a Chief, on the cover of the yearbook to commemorate the school’s 50th 
anniversary. This was the first time I got to exercise my newfound independence and my 
newfound cultural knowledge. Upon raising the issue how inappropriate and blatantly 
disrespectful this character was, the loudest voice claiming it was okay was a Native girl. 
I found affirmation from the Indian Ed parent committee and was proud to defend my 
stance at a school board meeting. At a final meeting with the school board on the issue, a 
handful representatives from the American Indian Movement in Minneapolis stepped in 
to provide community reinforcement. It reminded me of the mob you see in movies, 
without visible guns; their words proved to be used as their guns and the school board put 
a hard stop to the Chief imagery from being used. It spoke to the strength a community, 
and really our community and the community I am a part of now has in speaking up 
about injustices. As an adult, I have had the opportunity to stand in solidarity about issues 
that are important to me personally and the greater Twin Cities Native community. For 
Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, anti-mascot campaigns, in celebration of 
American Indian Heritage Month, we have stood together. I am continually reminded and 
driven by the experience I had in high school. For me, this is what it means to be a 
community member - giving up of your time and talents to serve your neighbors to the 
best of your ability.  
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Story 14 
 
I grew up on a reservation. Not knowing that one day my life as I know as normal would 
be studied, analyzed, paralyzing at times. Because the description we are labeled with is, 
historic trauma, therefore the paralyzing of my spirit at times when I have to be reminded 
of it out loud. Otherwise I just lived the life. Never knew I would have to defend my 
determination to keep alive the historic trauma brought about to me through the 
determination of the government to make my people, my relatives, my ancestors into 
someone we were not created. Determination to relocate my family succeeded 3 
times. Historically when all the lands were taken from my people and we were put on 
reservations. Relocated again when the lands were taken for the flooding of the rivers to 
make dams. Then, the 1950’s relocation act to make our people become someone that 
doesn’t live on a reservation and lives in big cities. Make us become non-Indian. 
  
As a young child, an Indian baby having to be put in a hospital named Sioux San because 
my mother had TB. And that was what the people in control said was the best for my 
mother. She could heal faster if the child was with her, a place where they practiced on 
the TB patients, and exposing me to the disease. My mother lost one of her lungs and 
then died later. I lost my mother when I was 5 years old. Years later those in control 
realized it was a mistake to put me in that hospital environment. Too late. Just like the 
other mistakes made by the government toward my family, my people.  
  
Living on my reservation in a 3-room house, with an outhouse and no running water until 
I was a freshman in high school. This was the country I grew up in with horses, cattle, 
dogs and cats, prairie dogs and rattlesnakes. I didn’t know I was supposed to think I was 
any different. Until I was an adult and began hearing the words historic trauma, I had no 
idea I was traumatized by the normal way of life. However it is in my DNA and I feel it 
everyday. It is not a trauma that any one in control can fix. It was forced upon us. We 
suffered the effects of all this control. Only I can attempt to deal with the pain and 
suffering of my parents and their parents and back as far as my people are. And it is a 
trauma that can never be repaired, fixed or hopefully repeated.  
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Story 15 
 
I am Two Kettle and Oglala. My dad is Earl Charging Thunder. He is Oglala Lakota from 
Pine Ridge. And my mother is Celeste Littleton. But my grandparents raised me since I 
was two years old. I was born and raised in Rapid City, South Dakota. My grandmother’s 
name was Zoe Little Wounded. That was her maiden name. Her father was the only 
survivor in his family at the Custer Battle field. He was given the name Little Wounded 
when he was a boy. Later on, when there was a census, he was given an English name 
instead of one of our Lakota names. His name is James Little Wounded. He was my 
grandmother’s father. My grandmother had Annie, Helen, and Mary, the three sisters, and 
a brother Jonathan. They are all Little Wounded’s but they all married and have different 
names. My grandmother spent a lot of time with her sisters and brothers as kids. My 
grandfather’s name was Paul Littleton. His name was Little Skunk but he changed it to 
Littleton. I don’t know when. Maybe it was because of work. A lot of people back then 
changed their names. My grandfather was a deacon in an Episcopalian church. My 
grandparents never really talked about their past but once in a while I would hear them 
talking about the boarding school. They were hard workers. My grandmother worked for 
a café. She was a dishwasher. My grandfather worked at an Air Force base. In the early 
60s, we moved to the Cheyenne River Reservation. We went home in the summer for 
Powwows. I had a lot of grandmas, grandpas, aunties, and uncles. I have a brother named 
Ellery. We both speak Lakota – that was our first language. He graduated from high 
school and I moved to California when I was 18 as a part of a relocation program. I lived 
out there for 10 years. I was so happy. There were Navajos, Hopis, California Indians, 
Crow, and people from Alaska. I have Crow friends and people say they are our 
traditional enemies, but I have crow friends. And I have friends up in Canada. We have 
almost the same ways. We lived the old way. We lived picking chokecherries, picking 
tinpsila (turnips) from the ground, and papa (dry meat). My grandfather had a garden. We 
lived out in the country. We didn’t live in tee pees. We had ceremonies that were kept in 
secret but we didn’t know about them. We talked about the religion and how it was 
outlawed, but in Rapid City we had ceremonies. I remember the police arresting my 
Grandpa on my dad’s side. We didn’t know why he was arrested and why they came, but 
they took him. Later on, when the American Indian Religious Freedom Act happened, all 
the memories came back about why he was arrested. My other grandfather, Felix Flying 
Hawk, would come from the Pine Ridge Reservation and we would have ceremonies then 
too. He was a whisperer. So I grew up with church and the Lakota ways. I was just 
Lakota all my life. No other thing. I never thought of myself as anything else except 
being Lakota. I knew my songs. I knew my ways. Now I’m at an age where I need to be 
more responsible in helping with naming, ceremony, and wiping of tears. I go to sweats. I 
sun dance. I feel a lot of women need to step forward, especially older women, to start 
teaching our young women how to be women. I’m still learning in my age how to do all 
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of that. There’s just not  one person who has to do everything, we all have to do our part. 
And I see that, even with the young women. We had a sweat with some young women 
here at Elders Lodge and it was just so beautiful. It was powerful. They were all working 
women. They all have their own mothers and grandmothers, and are teaching our 
language and our songs. Every month there’s different ceremonies. Saging your home, 
saging yourself, taking care of yourself. I share with my sons to sage their selves before 
they go and when they come back, so they don’t bring wherever they’ve been back into 
the house. I have one son in California who lives on the streets. And that’s hard for me, 
but maybe he’ll find himself. And I have one in jail. But I talk to them about being 
responsible. They’re Ojibwe, Arikara, and Lakota. We’ve been through a lot, my boys 
and I. We’ve been homeless five times since we moved to St. Paul. We didn’t get a lot of 
help from the Native community. We've got a lot of help from Black people and their 
community, and White people at church. I work with Blacks, Whites, Mexicans, Somalis, 
and we all get along. We all work together. They have their ways. I met a woman from 
Africa and she said they have their ceremonies too. I want our ways to continue. I don’t 
want them to be lost. I just want to be a part of that. And that’s what I focus on now, 
teaching our ways and our language.  
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Story 16 
 
I was born in Sacramento, California. I had lived there for about 4 years, then my dad 
decided to stop working for the Bureau of Indian Affairs and move to Yuma, Arizona to 
work for the Quechan Tribe. The Quechan Tribe is a small group located right on the 
borders of Arizona, California, and Mexico.  Those are my people. I have an older 
brother and a baby sister. I was always close to my brother and sister. My earliest 
memories are going to a hobby shop with my dad and brother. This was when my dad 
was still going to law school, this sort of thing actually didn't happen very often, but I 
always think back on those times fondly. Because my brother and I were so close, I 
would hang out with his friends Andrew and Mark. I was always encouraged to go to 
college and I was always around people who intended on going to college. Both of my 
parents went to college. Most of my mom's sisters went to college and my dad's brother 
went to college. A lot of my cousins are going to college and next year my baby sister 
will go to college too. When I came to the University of Minnesota, I sort of lost this 
support. Ironic, I know. These friends that I had spent years cultivating relationships with 
were not with me. I couldn't go to their dorms, I couldn't go out with them, I couldn't talk 
to them face-to-face. I wasn't sure what to do. I tried talking to people, but nothing quite 
stuck. People seemed to always have closer friends or didn't quite get me. Near the end of 
the first semester, I finally found my place at the American Indian Student Cultural 
Center. I think the best example that illustrates the dichotomy between the AISCC and 
the other people I talked to at the University is their reaction to pictures of my long hair. 
People in my dorm said that I looked better with short hair, but everyone at the AISCC 
encouraged me to grow my hair out again. For the first time since I came to the 
University, I felt like I could be myself. I didn’t have to worry about people not getting 
my humor. I didn’t feel like I have to change myself to fit in. The AISCC feels like home 
to me even when I’m miles away from my family. 
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Story 17 
 
The Anishinaabe way of life, bimaadiziwin, is beautiful, purposeful, and relevant. 
Teachings are everywhere. They can be found in a walk, looking at a child, speaking to a 
friend or in any moment- awake or resting. The ability to be aware is the work and the 
gift. Specific moments are cornerstone stories in my life: Mother's wisdom, stories from 
ancestors, sibling hurt, and children’s philosophy. The most significant lessons were 
those that were the hardest and most clearly included the help of others. Participating in 
ceremonies, learning the language, and teaching my children have given me the 
opportunity to apply many teachings to my life and understand the traditional teachings 
in the context of contemporary life. The following are the sources of stories and teachings 
in my life. This is my mom. She taught me the lessons about the heart way. Our time 
together as mother and daughter were rooted in poverty and deep love. Later our time 
together would be rooted in caring for children together. I watched her love all her 
children with a mother’s wisdom about the importance of connection to each other.  Her 
love lifted barriers made by microaggressions, bias, and fear. These are my siblings. I 
want to say, like many families I know, there is great hurt among us. This has been the 
hardest teaching, because I know the impact lasts for generations. Today the work is in 
ensuring my children and the children of my nieces and nephews know the beauty of 
family. The work is also in the understanding of trauma and the forms it takes. Like, 
shape shifting, trauma shifts the shape of our thinking, our connections, and shifts our 
understanding of people who are living in trauma.  Our ancestors paved the way for our 
human experience. The teachings lead us to bimaadiziwin even through trauma. These 
are my children. They chose me. In their negotiation with the creator, they saw the 
lessons they would get from me and the lessons they would give to me. They chose me. 
Each day we learn about our strengths and weaknesses. Each day we give each other the 
backdrop of the ancestor's stories, family sacrifice and a mother’s wisdom. It's the 
children's philosophy that completes this circle. All teachings, all the time. It is the beauty 
of all our experiences that make us truly spiritual.  The lessons we receive is the spiritual 
practice. We only need to know this to have a place in our contemporary society as 
Anishinaabe. Our life is beautiful, purposeful, and relevant. We are all chosen. Mino-
bimaadiziwin. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 215 

Story 18 
 
I'm still figuring out where I come from, how I belong and what I have to offer. I am not 
enrolled in a federally recognized tribe but I say I'm from Bois Forte because that's where 
my Mom is from. There's a possibility I could be from Red Lake, FDL or also belong to a 
different culture. When a Native person asks me "where are you from?" I get anxiety over 
answering that question truthfully when I don't even know myself. Maybe I should just 
start with, "Hi, I'm so and so and I'm just form from Duluth" What I am certain off is my 
love for my amazing four year old. He loves singing, dancing, cars, Barbie’s, the color 
pink, Ariana Grande and fail cat videos. I could never imagine leaving him or us not 
being as tight as we are...even though he still tries to grab my chest sometimes...my Little 
Norman Bates was nursed for the first year, so he kinda likes to be mother smothered.  
 
I was raised by my maternal grandmother since I was about 9 months old but she was 
really my Ma, father and friend all in one. She was everything to me, my mom died in 
2014. My Ma was the best. So wise, so strong and her cooking! You know that Smoke 
Signal movie where Arlene rips her magical fry bread in half? And how wise and kind 
the Grandmother Willow Tree was in Pocahontas? Oh, and even the tough love and say 
what’s on her mind Madea kind of vibe? That's pretty much my mom. My Mom also had 
her own son who was technically my uncle. We were raised together and he is my big 
brother. I also have a younger brother. We both have the same biological mother but 
different fathers. Both my brothers and I were always pretty tight but when our Ma 
passed everything changed and they got really distant.  
 
Onto my biological mother. So, she had me when she was around 17. I'm the oldest of 
four. When she had me and her parental gene didn't stick as fast as infant me would have 
liked. Apparently, when she was out of state with little ole me, and some new boyfriend... 
something happened where she was reported to CPS. I guess I was hospitalized for severe 
dehydration and I was malnourished, then I was sent back to Duluth to a foster home till 
my Ma took me in as her own. I heard some crazy rumor about a flea infestation in the 
place we were staying at and some on me when I was hospitalized, but who knows? I 
flew to Los Angeles to meet my bio mom, her second husband and my two half sisters 
when I was 18. But that story makes everything much more confusing...And my 
dad...well your guess is a good as mine...lets just start the parent list over)... Parents – lets 
just say that my non-existing relationship with my parents has a huge effect on me today 
and my identity. 
 
As far as my cultural upbringing, Ma would speak to us in Ojibwe (not fluently) and tell 
us stories that her mother told her and we would often go to pow wows. Us kids went to 
summer camp where we learned more about our culture and language. She would also 
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encourage me to join pow wow club at our local community center where I would make 
regalia and learn to bead for the first time. I remember my Ma would talk about her 
mother’s educational experience how she would often get slapped on the hands by the 
nuns for speaking her language. She would talk about how important it is to learn about 
our culture and how she sometimes would be embarrassed because she can’t teach us 
more, because she wasn't taught more. Although I don't remember going to ceremonies 
together, these activities were some of my best memories when I was younger. I would 
feel so connected and excited every time I was with community and learning more about 
myself. It was also another way to bond and share what I learned with my mother and 
family. Then my Ma had gotten very sick when I was about 13 and she didn't have the 
energy to teach us anymore about our culture. She eventually started carrying a rosary 
and became more spiritual again. About 5 yrs later when she was on her deathbed she 
finally got her Indian Name. During this time nothing was on my mind besides her 
health, not even education, culture or my identity. 
 
I wasn't raised on a reservation. I just went to the rez for summer camp and for half of 
10th grade. I eventually would like to be enrolled somewhere but that process has been a 
difficult one for a few different reasons. During that struggle of enrollment or feeling the 
need to be enrolled has sometimes distracted me from taking control of my own identity 
without proving my nativeness to anyone. I know my Ma taught me what she could 
before she got sick but I also was apart of an active Native community that kept that 
desire for my culture alive. Now, my brothers don't really care about learning our history 
and I have a deep desire to know more for myself and my son. When I think of any big 
experiences my family went through together I only think of my Ma's choice to care for 
my brother and I, her health going up and down, and her death. I know my brothers and I 
experienced those years differently. From my perspective, our Ma would complain about 
the boys not doing something right or not taking things seriously. She just needed help 
around the house or have one of us run errands because she was on Oxygen and it was 
too hard for her to leave the house. My brothers cared deeply and often worried for our 
ma but they had their moments where they tuned out. I would often worry about her 
health, money, food, our future, my bio parents, my future... what did she do to deserve 
this? What kind of higher power would do this to a person who took in us "flea ridden 
kids" in? Should I leave class early to check on her? Will she even eat if she can’t get too 
close to the pilot light on the stove? Will she blow up? My family called me a 
"worrywart" but I had reason too.  
 
I will probably always struggle to figure out where I come from and what I can pass on to 
those who stick around. I am currently on the journey to find my cultural identity for 
myself and with my son as he attends Ojibwe immersion school. I love it when he comes 
home and teaches me new words and phrases that are knew to me! I might not have a 
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bunch of cultural wisdom to pass onto my son but there is something powerful in taking 
this journey together and the reciprocal teaching and leaning that we bond over.  
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Story 19 
 
Hello, my name is Crystal Brown and I am here to share my story to help my family 
understand why my thoughts, choices, and actions of today have become my way of life . 
The most influential people in my life are my mom, husband, my siblings and my late 
grandmother. They helped me form who I am today. My mom gave me a solid base for 
having compassion, love, being a caretaker, getting back up after you fall; perseverance 
and in fighting for what I believe in. My mom lives on the Fond Du Lac reservation. She 
lives, teaches and speaks the old cultural ways. My Native name is [name in language] 
which means "strong spirit woman". My siblings taught me to share, to have teamwork 
and that it’s ok to disagree. My grandmother gave me stories of her growing up, of 
picking berries and hazelnuts, and of the power of belief, compassion, patience and 
kindness. My husband taught me to enjoy the outdoors, to provide food for the family 
and to be independent while he was away in the military. After a snowmobile ride, I 
would lay on the snow and look at the stars with my husband. He taught me how to 
change a tire, a light bulb, check the oil, shoot a deer or partridge, and chop wood for the 
fire. 
  
I have lived in 5 states mostly in the Midwest and Florida. We adjusted to the 
environment to provide food on the table and love for our family. We fished all year 
round and hunted with the bow and gun. We gardened and stayed connected to Mother 
Earth by providing offerings, keeping the family close, and being kind and thankful. 
  
Hearing the stories about growing up the Native way from my mom and relatives has 
influenced me. My mom makes faceless authentic Native American dolls and sells them 
at functions that I attend with her.  I have made an authentic doll and a dreamcatcher 
made out of kinnikinnick; Indian tobacco. I have attended pow wows, Native classes, and 
Native events like “The Great Hurt”, which was presented to the United Nations about 
posttraumatic stress disorder and living in boarding schools. I have an app on my phone 
with Native words.  I have lived and seen in this present day Native Americans being 
discriminated against, and Native Americans discriminating other Native Americans, 
even from the same family. This makes me sad, angry and very frustrated. 
 
I would like others to understand my Native culture, to live in the present by continuing 
hunting, fishing, picking berries, canning the vegetables, and providing information for 
the future by continuing with the classes, attending Native events and keeping my 
heritage alive and not forgotten. I will tell stories about where my ancestors came from, 
their sacrifices, their strength, their wisdom and their spirit. It fills the blankness and 
void, and gives me a sense of purpose and pride! 
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Story 20 
 
When I was growing up, there was a lot of unsureness, separation, isolation, and constant 
chaos. I was always hyper alert and worried about how my actions and my behavior 
would cause others to react. Being yelled at with continuous criticism of my capabilities 
and abilities played a really huge role in how I defined myself. I was always looking for 
outside approval and validation. I do not remember a lot of happy times in my childhood, 
including the first 7 years of my life due to severe childhood trauma that resulted in 
PTSD, high anxiety, and dissociation among other barriers. I experienced rape and sexual 
abuse throughout my life by different perpetrators at different times and different ages. 
There was also a lot of shaming through verbal, emotional and physical abuse. This has 
defined some of the outcomes of my decision-making as an adult. That also spiraled into 
living my life in survival mode.  

With a life filled with hardships and loss through harsh experiences, I had finally decided 
I could not continue with life the way I was living. I was trying to balance being a single 
parent taking care of my children and a party lifestyle. I picked up my aseama, which is 
tobacco, and asked the creator to please help me because i could not do this alone. I could 
not get away from the drug that had me like an iron fist that kept getting tighter and 
tighter as my use became more prominent. Deep within myself, I was searching for 
something that I knew, but could not define that I understand today as the connection of 
our ancestors through blood memory. I realized I found what I was looking for when I 
went through ceremony and that was the connection to our ancestors and traditional way 
of life. My prayers were answered by support through programs in the community and 
our people who truly believed in our culture and traditions. I started going to ceremony 
more, and through the creator, our ancestors, helpers and relatives, my healing journey 
had begun.  

I am very thankful and grateful for what has been provided to me when I needed our 
culture and traditional way of life to help me change with guidance and positive direction 
my current lifestyle to continue living. Blood memory along with the history of my 
ancestors was and continues to be essential to my healing. The history of historical 
trauma that has been passed on from generation to generation continues to carry a 
memory of both negative and positive effects. Whether that be the continuous feeling of 
oppression that is passed down through physical, emotional, and sexual abuse, isolation 
and separation from our families and cultural way of life. Or the beautiful innate feelings 
of our traditional lifestyles filled with ceremonies, cultural medicines which include 
(asema, cedar, sweetgrass, and sage) our many relatives and how we're all connected 
through mother earth. My ancestors have been resilient in many different ways and play a 
big part of why I'm on this journey today. They have walked beside me and helped me 
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heal. And as I do that, I'm building my own resiliency for future generations. Today I 
realize my past trauma does not define who I am and I can make my own choices, and I 
can have a good life and live it.  
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Story 21 
 
Anishinaabe was placed on the planet by the Creator and given a sound. That sound is 
today now referred as the Ojibwe language. My ancestors lived, died, and survived 
genocide for countless generations upon Turtle Island before the day I was born on 
January 25th 1979 in Minneapolis. My seventeen-year-old mother Carmen was born on 
the Red Lake reservation and my nineteen-year-old father Steven was born in 
Minneapolis. My bloodline comes from the Anishinaabe people, as well as the Oceti 
Sakowin. My grandparents are Elaine Dahmen from Grand Portage, Arnold 
StandingCloud from Red Lake, Thelberta Lussier from Redby and Walter Graves from 
Ponemah. I am eagle clan and my existence is the confluence of chiefs, medicine people, 
artists, orators, scientists, midwives, dancers, singers, and leaders. My birth was a subtle 
reminder to my family of this legacy, but it was not yet prominent enough for my family 
to claim it.  
 
I grew up in south Minneapolis. Our neighborhood was a high concentration of Native 
people. Minneapolis was not officially a relocation city during the "Relocation Era" of 
the 1950's, but it became a special place for Native people to build their lives off the 
reservation. Minneapolis became a place for the birth of many activists movements in 
response to police brutality against Native people on Franklin Avenue. I was born right in 
the middle of this movement. My parents were teenagers when I was born. My birth 
rerouted the trajectory of my entire family, but still the party life was a residual part of 
life for my young parents and grandmother. Growing up in the 80's, things were simple, 
we were all there for one another, as an extended family. We lived in our grandmother's 
house with aunties, uncles, and cousins always there. We cooked meals together and 
lived a decent life because my grandmother was a nurse and they learned how to sell 
marijuana for extra money. We always had food, pop, fry bread nights, and the television 
was always going. Within 2 years of my birth, my sister was born, so I had a partner in 
crime. My parents maintained their own household for a short time, but could not make 
their relationship work. My mother married a man from the Lower Sioux Indian 
community. He was an amazing human being. Although he and my mother had a son, he 
always loved my sister and I so much, even though we were not biologically his children. 
He had a playful, beautiful spirit, and took care of our family very well. A few weeks 
before my 9th birthday, I woke up on a cold Saturday morning in December. My mom 
and Rick Dad went out the night before. They must have had an argument that night, so 
he had been in the garage. It was the beginning of deer hunting season, so there was a 
place to hang up the deer in our garage. City Indians still hunted up north, you know. His 
friend gave him some kind of pills. I remember being in the house and watching my 
mother run screaming from the garage. My "Rick Dad" had committed suicide. This 
event changed the rest of our lives together as a family. My mother has never been the 
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same since.  
 
As a result of colonization, I was not exposed to much of my Native culture as a child. 
Although I attended a couple pow wows and my family would use sporadic "Indian 
words" like "gaawiin" and "peji", I was not connected to my culture. I attended Upward 
Bound Vision Quest in middle school and had the opportunity to learn Ojibwe. But 
because I did not know how important this was at the time, I didn't listen. As a high 
school student, I was struggling with school and home life. I had the opportunity to move 
to the Salish/Kootenai reservation at the age of 17. This was a dramatic shift in my life 
path as it opened me up to new experiences. This led me to becoming a participant in a 
program to develop tribal leaders in Albuquerque after graduation. These experiences 
began to uncover so much of what I was not taught. When I returned to Minneapolis after 
my program, I soon became pregnant with my daughter. This changed who I was a 
person forever. I was still very young and on a path of learning and eventually enrolled at 
a tribal college. I began learning about the history of Native people, which made me 
angry, so much anger, that it gave me enough fuel to propel me into the next decade of 
self-discovery. I became involved in my community, learned as much as I could, and 
although it took a few years to detox my own body of drugs and the chemical abuse 
lifestyle, I made it to the other side of sobriety.  
 
Every experience I've ever had has given me a lens through which I see the world. I've 
come to learn that what manifests in my life depends on my own outlook. Much of what 
has helped me through this process is learning my language and cultivating my 
spirituality. Through my life experiences, I've felt hopelessness, anxiety, dependence, 
sorrow, inspiration, creativity, joy, happiness, and abundance. I've made it to a place 
where I can see the beauty in my path and how far I've come. I am Anishinaabe, a 
daughter, an auntie, a sister, a friend, a warrior, and a mother. My ancestors and 
grandchildren live through me in this very moment. Miigwech bizindawiyen.  
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Story 22 
 
My Mother was the biggest influence in my life as I was growing up. My father was an 
alcoholic, so she kept me safe and away from the bad things, mainly street drugs and 
alcohol. My father drank most of the time and he would fight in bars every chance he got. 
At times he would beat my mom. If he was not drinking he was working. All together my 
mom had 11 children. My sister Dolores was the oldest and I the youngest. Life was not 
great while I was growing up due to my complexion and how I looked with curly blond 
hair. I was called the sheriffs kid and at time the milk mans kid. I was teased almost every 
day by my brothers and sisters due to the fact that I didn't look like an Indian. Again my 
mom came to my rescue. I grew up on the White Earth Indian reservation until I was 12. 
Then in 1967 my mother had enough of the poor life and my dads drinking so she packed 
up the little belongings we had and she found the money for all nine of us to catch a train 
to Minneapolis. When my father wasn't drunk he taught us the ways of our Indian people, 
our language and our ceremonies. This was a special part of my life that I remember. 
Then in 1975 he had a massive heart attack and passed away. Then culture took the back 
seat for a lot of years. Within the Indian community I have found that the smaller picture 
within the bigger picture needs to be addressed by taking a look at how our people look at 
the natives who don't or won't accept the Indian that looks like he is a white man. I recall 
how bad it was when my dad and I went ricing in White Earth on the big rice lake. At 
that time it was a controlled lake and 2 Natives from the security patrol asked my dad if 
he was an Indian because the lake was closed to Whites and open only to Indians. It was 
hard and not the type of thing we needed to hear. 
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Story 23 
 
My name is Eileen Hudon. I’m Anishinaabe from White Earth. I grew up in Mahnomen, 
Minnesota. I’m from the Crane clan, and my Ojibwe name is [name in language] which 
means Strong River Woman.  After I got my GED, I wanted to go to college. I was 22-
years old and needed a loan. I went to the office of the Bureau of Indian Affairs in 
downtown Minneapolis to see if I was eligible. I was told that I didn’t qualify because 
there was no father listed on my birth certificate and I didn’t have enough blood quantum. 
They could only go by my mother's blood quantum and she wasn't native enough for me 
to get a loan. She was enrolled and my six siblings were enrolled, but I wasn’t.  
 
I dropped my head on the desk and cried and cried. All the people in the office were 
around me. I didn't know how to stop crying. This man who worked there asked me to 
ask my mother who my father was and which tribe he was from. I’d asked her so many 
times before and she would never answer me. But if I could get this information, the BIA 
could contact his tribal office to see if I was eligible. I continued wailing and took a taxi 
to my mother's house. I walked in and all of my siblings were sitting around the dining 
room table. I asked her who my father was. She was so shocked, she answered me. I then 
asked which tribe he was from, and she told me.  
 
I went back to the BIA office to give them the information about my biological father. 
They called his tribal office. The man who answered knew him and my aunt. He said my 
father was deceased. He had died in 1965. I was given the enrollment information about 
my father and the contact information for my aunt. I was found eligible for a loan for 
college. I walked out of there crying. I was overwhelmed. I was embarrassed. I didn't 
expect any of this to happen around getting a student loan. 
 
I knew some of this before, but not all of it. When I was 9-years old, I was put on a train 
with my brother and sister to be relocated to Minneapolis from White Earth. My parents 
were driving down the next day with the other three children and a small trailer full of 
our belongings. I was going from being raised with an extended family to a nuclear 
family. I didn’t want to leave the family and experiences that nurtured and sustained me 
behind. At 9-years old, I knew I lived a good life. The following year, I found out that my 
father wasn’t my biological father. My mother and father sat me down and said that it 
was true. My mother was so upset that she couldn’t talk and my dad was so worried about 
her that he took her upstairs. That’s how everything was left. We never talked about it 
again until I went to the BIA office, which was the only time it was ever mentioned. I 
knew that I was 10-months old before my mother and dad got married. I knew that they 
were engaged from the time my mother was 16 and that I was born when she was 17. I 
also knew that when my mother was pregnant with me, my dad was a solider in World 
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War 2, and was part of freeing the people at Auschwitz. I didn’t know my mother was 
raped while he was in the war. When I moved, I was physically separated from my 
extended family, but now I felt emotionally separated. I was left with the question, are 
they my family? I never called my grandma, grandma again.  
 
I ended up going to college for two years. I was in the midst of a divorce from an abusive 
husband who was stalking and harassing me. I was estranged from my family, as battered 
women often are isolated. Despite this, I was on the dean’s list. There were only a 
handful of Native students on the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities’ campus. There 
were five students, but I couldn’t find the other four. I got pregnant while I was in school 
and then a second time with twins. I now had four children. I was so overwhelmed with 
four children and the violence that I quit school. I had gone into a shelter for battered 
women for the first time in 1973. This was my first exposure to women's rights, women's 
freedom and women's justice. As I mopped the floor of the shelter, there was a meeting 
with women’s advocates upstairs. I thought to myself, “I want to be upstairs in a meeting 
and not mopping the damn floor.” So I worked with three other women and co-founded 
Women of Nations, a grassroots group of Native women working to end domestic 
violence against Native women. We’ve trained over 360 Native women to be advocates. 
Throughout my life, I’ve been pulled to address sexual assault and domestic violence. In 
earlier days, I was the only one willing to discuss it. It was clear that our Native people 
weren’t ready to talk about it, and still aren’t today. The change that’s happening is 
happening through community. The women in our community are going to make a 
difference. In my last stage of life, that’s where my efforts are, with our women and 
healing the community through culture. 
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Story 24 
 
I grew up in Juneau, Alaska, the traditional homeland of my clan wooshketaan of the 
aukwaan Tlingits. When most people hear Alaska Native, they assume Eskimo. But my 
tribe is closer to those on the coast of Washington, Oregon, and northern California. We 
have stories that date back to thousands of years when my tribe first came to southeast 
Alaska. The land is rich with food; I grew up fishing, clamming, and picking berries. To 
me, Juneau is the most beautiful place in the world because the rainforest turns 
everything green, even in the winter. Every two years Juneau hosts Celebration, where all 
the Tlingit and Haida clans get together and dance through the streets. Our red and black 
regalia can be seen from miles away. Juneau is a hard place to live. As tourism increases, 
the cost of living does too. Rich people brag about their beautiful houses on the beach 
while my tribe continues to struggle to find affordable housing on land that we’ve been 
on for thousands of years. I want people to understand that the land they live on is stolen. 
I want people in Juneau, Alaska to recognize that they took the land from the tribe 
standing right in front of them. The same tribe that they make racist remarks about. I 
think if people knew the names of the tribes whose land was taken, maybe then they'd 
have just a tiny bit more respect. Maybe if people knew the actual history of the U.S. they 
would have a little more sympathy for Native people instead of just assuming we all get 
government money and spend it on booze. I dare people to read our histories, watch our 
ceremonies, and listen to our language and tell me to my face that Native people are lazy. 
I will always be angry about how we've been treated. I have a right to be mad when I 
look at Enbridge stomping their way through native land. I have a right to be furious 
when I look at the statistics of how Native women go missing when pipeline workers 
come around. I want people to know that I am going to work my whole life to fight for 
sovereignty, power, and justice for Native people. 
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Story 25 
 
On May 22, 1986 in a small northern Minnesota town nestled on the Leech Lake 
Reservation a little Fawn was born into this world. She was born to a 19 year old mother 
and a 18 year old father who had to learn to navigate parenthood while growing up 
themselves. Just shortly after her first birthday she welcomed a little baby brother. Fawn 
learned to grow up quickly because mommy had someone else to give her attention to. 
Growing up, her father was mostly absent, going to pow wows and living that party 
lifestyle, so her mother was practically single and a stay at home mom. They didn’t have 
much money and didn’t have a car to get around but they managed to thrive. Some years 
later, her mother and father had one more child before they split and went their separate 
ways. Her father sobered up and her mother found a new love and got married. Her 
mother and step-father had another baby, another boy. Fawn grew up with all brothers. 
She was proud to be their big sister and knew that she had to be the best role model she 
could possibly be. She decided to pave a path, in hopes her brothers would follow. Being 
the only girl, she had very different interests than her brothers. She loved being involved 
in school, being active in her community, being involved with sports, and volunteering 
her time. She was the light of her community and she loved to make others happy. She 
loved dancing at pow wows and traveling with her father all around the state and even on 
special occasions the surrounding states and into Canada. This became a huge part of her 
identity. Growing up in a small town she has always had the need to travel, to explore 
more than what she had growing up. She stayed close to home because she was in love 
with her high school sweetheart and wanted to take care of their families. He was close to 
his family so she never suggested to move away or travel as much as she wished. She 
ended up graduating with her associates degree at a local college and then married her 
high school sweetheart shortly after. She had the perfect life. She was on her way to 
finishing her Bachelors Degree, she was married to her soulmate, and she gave so much 
of herself to everyone in her life. She loved to see them smile. The oldest of 6 kids, she 
has a wonderful blended family (2 full siblings, 3 half, and one step) with her youngest 
sibling turning eleven. She always wanted to be looked at as their hero. She felt her 
image was perfect. She was everyone's hero. Everyone was  proud. 
 
Shortly after moving, starting her BA Degree, and getting married, depression struck. She 
fell into a deep dark hole. This hole got so dark that she cannot remember a few years of 
her life because she started to self-destruct and bulldoze her way to find some kind of 
comfort. The pressure of perfection was weighing heavy on her. She felt empty and 
unfulfilled. Always having to be upbeat and happy for those around her. She forgot to 
take care of herself. She stopped going to pow-wows, stopped beading, making art felt 
forced. Her father fell off the wagon and back into addiction. She felt distant from her 
family. She had nothing to hold on to. A divorce came three years after marriage, she was 
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25 years old. She felt her world falling apart. Her idea of perfect, all her planning for the 
perfect life was all a lie. Everything anyone knew about Fawn’s perfect life was in 
shambles. Her identity faded. Fawn’s mother saved her life. She became the light in her 
darkest moments. Her mother made a huge impact on how she made a lot of decisions but 
didn’t give her much credit growing up. She remembered how she always taught her to 
be open minded and to be proud of who she was no matter what. Fawn didn’t have to tell 
her mother about her depression or her pain, she just knew. This was all she needed to 
find the pieces and find her own true happiness. Things got better. Time was passing. The 
encouragement from her mother to find her true self and not give a care in the world had 
started to be her life anthem. She began to redesign and reshape her identity.  
 
Fawn wanted to be brave, she began to do things for herself. She set goals to try 3 new 
things a year and to travel to 3 new places. This became her reality for a few years. She 
started to dance more at pow wows, spend more time with her own family, she picked up 
beading again, and started working in higher education. She finally finished her 
Bachelors Degree and started a Masters program. She became truly independent. In 2014 
she decided to try out for a singing show and the auditions were in Chicago. This moment 
was so defining for her identity and in finding her own confidence. She felt in these 
moments that the stars had lined up for her.  Everything was going so right, even though 
Fawn didn’t get onto the show she was proud she was in a new city, trying new things, 
and felt so in control and content with her life.  She was happy to be alone, she loved 
herself again. The universe had a different plan. Through all the confidence and 
contentment, she met a man. This man had similar interests as Fawn and then something 
inside her knew that he wasn’t going anywhere. They fell in love. This love was different. 
It was independent, encouraging, supportive, and fair. It provided individual growth, as 
well as a connected growth. It was healthy. Her mental health was always a priority. 
Fawn didn’t feel the need to impress, to care for or to be perfect for him or for anyone. 
He provided a foundation that she needed to continue to grow in her own confidence. She 
no longer felt the need to provide this perfect version of herself. She continued to live and 
love herself unapologetically.  
 
Fast forward into the following 5 years, she moved to Chicago to be with him, they 
traveled the world, and they welcomed a baby of their own. With the new baby she began 
to realize that all the perfection she worked so hard for all those years wasn’t lost or gone 
to waste but the energy came in the form of a perfect and healthy baby boy. The only 
person she needed to be a hero to or a role model to was her son. All the waiting, the 
pain, the frustration, and all the life lessons had manifested into these perfect moments of 
becoming a mother. There are no regrets. There is no hate. There was growth. There was 
understanding. There was self-love. There was self-care. Without those life lessons, the 
heartache, all those hardships she had gone through she wouldn’t be the worldly woman 



 

 229 

she is now. She is able to provide her son with a different knowledge than her mother 
could at 19. She is able to be comfortable with herself first and give her true self to her 
son. She is able to provide him with a healthy, loving, and stable home. This home is 
grounded in cultural knowledge. This home was her version of perfect. Little did the tiny 
baby Fawn know what awaited her on her journey 30 some years ago would provide her 
with the only hero she needed to be, the hero to be herself. mi’iw 
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Story 26 
 
Growing up in a mixed Ojibwe and White home, I was constantly learning to balance my 
cultures. My father is Ojibwe from Red Cliff, Wisconsin, and my mother is Dutch. We 
spent the first few years of my childhood living in Cottage Grove, Minnesota, and visited 
Red Cliff to see my family whenever we could. I spent a lot of time with my older 
brother. We spent time playing, dancing, singing, and our home was filled with a lot of 
love, but it was filled with a lot of struggle too. Both my parents had to work multiple 
jobs to keep our house. They fought a lot, and my father started using substances. 
Eventually, my parents split up, and my brother and I had to move back and forth 
between Red Cliff, and Chisago City, Minnesota. For all these reasons, learning to 
balance my cultures was difficult, and I had no idea how to combine the two. I felt like no 
one else had this problem, and I didn’t know what to do. What I did know, were the 
values that my father taught me. 
 
While growing up, whenever my father wanted to teach us things, he would ask us "do 
you want to take a walk?" And we would go outside in the forest in Red Cliff. We would 
jump over trees and look at different plants. He would explain to us what it meant to be 
bear clan. One plant he always told us about was called a bear fern. It was made from the 
footprints of black bears - wherever they step, a new fern grows. When the black bear 
walks around the forest, the plant goes where they do. The plant is supposed to guide us, 
remind us of our relatives, and show us that they are watching over us. When we see the 
fern, we say thank you, and we think of those spirits who are protecting us. 
  
Even though my grandma didn't take part in these walks, she also taught me how to 
appreciate nature and the place we call home. She had a raspberry patch, and during the 
summer she would take me and my brother to go picking. I would walk around drenched 
in sweat from the hot summer weather, balancing a bowl bigger than my body in one 
arm, reaching for the berries with the other. My hands were rubbed raw from the thorns. 
My fingers are still stained red. We would go home, and sit in the kitchen and help her 
make raspberry pie. She would explain to us the importance of these berries, and how 
they feed us and the bears. We would always save some berries on the bush for our 
relatives. Even today when we go outside during raspberry season she says "be careful. 
Watch for the black bears. They are out now that it is raspberry season to fill up their 
tummies like you guys do. Look out for their ferns. Remember their spirits, and they will 
guide you. Especially during this time of year." Now I think of my full belly and my red 
fingertips whenever I see a black bear fern. I think of my family. Of my relatives. I feel 
them. Even if I am not on the reservation. 
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Looking back, these walks are really what influenced my growth and journey in 
understanding my culture. I became the person I am today because of those teachings and 
values, and experience with nature. It is where my father taught us what it meant to be 
bear clan. What it meant to be Ojibwe. It is where he told us about the struggles we are 
going to face. 
The problem was that my mom did not understand. In many ways, she didn't even try. In 
the end, I think that what separated my family was this misunderstanding between 
cultures, and the substances my dad used to try and escape it. It was hard to have two 
different parents with completely different values. It is something that I am still working 
to understand, and my relationship with my culture is constantly changing. I don't have 
everything figured out, but I know what I feel, and I know that these teachings need to be 
remembered. Remembering my relatives and these moments of my life make me feel at 
home. They make me feel connected with my family. They make me feel connected with 
the Creator. I need to teach my new relatives the same. 
  
After coming to the University, I really started to understand how much these teachings 
meant to me, because I did not have access to many of the plants I was taught about. I 
couldn’t go on walks through the forest. The trees didn’t look the same. There was no 
Gichigami. I couldn't even look at the stars. I felt lost, but the native community at the 
University of Minnesota has helped me feel a little bit more at home. I have learned that I 
need to tell these stories, and share these teachings because it is part of who I am. 
Looking through my pictures, I couldn’t find any of these walks from when we were 
outside, but when I asked my dad why, he told me that these teachings were never meant 
to be seen. They are meant to be felt, and heard. I became the person I am today because 
of these teachings, because of the struggle I had to go through when I was trying to 
balance both of my family’s values, and because of the community I found here at the 
University - even if there are no black bear ferns. 
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Story 27 
 
I am who I am today after growing up experiencing family trauma and the challenges of 
poverty. My experiences made me hope for a better tomorrow, and gave me a persistence 
that has led me to who I am. As a young boy I remember sleeping between my parents or 
riding in the car between them. I grew up in the projects of north Minneapolis. In my 
neighborhood we played endlessly only stopping to go home and eat. I remember my 
older sisters and brother helping me learn what my mother wanted us to learn. They were 
teachers, literally, we'd play school together! My little sisters and brother joined us too. 
My mother took care of the house endlessly and taught us how to clean. I attended 
Catholic School through sixth grade. Attached to the school was a parish church so 
learning included religion. Procedures in school, rituals in church, the combination of the 
two included many, many stories told by nuns or priests from classroom books and 
mostly the Bible. As a child I heard my parents and grandparents speak Ojibwe. But I still 
recall an elder saying that speaking Ojibwe would not get me anywhere, implying that I 
should get an education. I attended traditional pow-wows at Red Lake as a child, we 
behaved in a very strict manner, sitting and watching. Our family fished with nets from 
my Grandfather’s tar paper shack on Red Lake, he was half Lakota and half Chippewa. 
There were many extended family members helping. Elder talk gave insight into a culture 
hidden, it was even taboo or something that we needed to move on from. An abrupt 
change took me to boarding school in South Dakota and interactions in a school that was 
managed by non-Indians but seemed all the work was done by different tribes.  
 
Growing-up was often interrupted by trauma of family struggles. My father and mother 
worked hard to raise 7 children but I recall my older brother and sister going to live with 
Grandpa and Grandma in Red Lake. I remember a couple of times being sent to live with 
families out of state that cared for me and my brother so my parents could have a respite. 
Watching my father struggle with alcoholism and my mother unable to drink socially. 
There was domestic violence which led to hard times. I have many memories of my older 
sisters taking care of us younger kids. My teen years often emulated what was going on at 
home, drinking, arguing, dysfunction. High school was a safer place. I played football 
and engaged in Native activities with peers. Rewarded with a scholarship to play football 
and taking on leadership roles among Native students developed a more hopeful young 
man. Through my adolescence there was authentic and positive learning from well 
meaning teachers and peers. Those experiences created a determination that I could make 
a better future staying in school. However, the difficulty of discovering a sound 
foundation of who I was took me down many paths, some paths led toward self-
destruction. Many childhood experiences saw relatives' struggle, but there were also 
memories of happiness that provided hope.  
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There were several life experiences that give a closer understanding of the man I came to 
be. Public school brought me friends of all races but Native students gravitated to one 
another and were supported in learning more of our culture. A great influence and 
instrumental in my life was Mr. Blackhawk, full-blood Winnebago (Ho-Chunk), he came 
to teach high-school English my sophomore year, he died forty-two years later. To many 
this is a lifetime, for me during those years he was a teacher, mentor, and friend. In high 
school he supported American Indian student’s development, giving us life experiences 
undreamed of! He supported Native students club, organizing True American Native 
Students (T.A.N.S.), he helped us apply for grant dollars to bring 65 Native high school 
students throughout the western United States, staying at BIA Schools. This event had 
many highlights but sneaking out to Alcatraz Island during the occupation was the best 
part of the trip. Experiencing cultural activities because of him included traditional dance, 
pow-wow, visiting his and other reservations, tanning bear hide, outdoor Native 
traditional games, making a big drum, beading, Native American Church, sweat lodge 
and so much more. Mr. Blackhawk wanted us to become leaders. He instilled the 
importance of health, he was a coach. We learned he was one of the first to run from 
Mankato to Bdote while in college! Later this run became a healing ceremony of the 
Dakota. Other influential experiences as a young man are; studying in Europe with 24 
American Indian high school and college students, occupying Wounded Knee in 1973, 
teaching at Heart of the Earth Survival School. I struggled profusely with alcoholism but 
watched friends and relatives succumb to the disease. I worked hard for a higher 
education / teaching and leadership roles. 
 
The Wounded Knee Occupation 1973 changed my life giving me cultural insight and 
great pride I was willing to give my life! The American Indian Movement gave me a 
"cause" that made it easier to be militant. I was a militant, the culture of our people, put 
me on a road that continues to burn in my heart! Going into a ceremony or just 
experiencing the camaraderie of relatives, peers, or just Natives as much as I did in life 
seemed a part of me, natural. To this day my experiences produce intense pride and worth 
to have grown-up in an era that created change! Those cultural memories, events and 
making them a part of my life gave me lifelong fulfillment. Happiness and love are 
feelings now the foundation of cultural learning I've come to understand over time. 
Today I listen, share, read, and am a part of Native American life with my family as well 
as, in and out of work. I am honored and filled with gratitude to do what I do! In the city 
my family participated in community activities that brought Native families together at 
picnics, softball games, or parties among other Native people. Those gatherings provided 
insight into the lives and subsequent knowledge that there are others like us. Catholic 
school gave us a uniform religious life shared by relatives in and away from the city. 
Inner city public school had no teaching or curricular lessons about Native culture until 
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Mr. Blackhawk arrived. Fortunately, many positive cultural experiences occurred when 
as an adolescent my ideal job in life was to figure out how to be an adult. Native people 
were practicing a pride in their being Indian, the pow-wow phenomenon was developing 
and entertaining a new outlook of hope. The Minneapolis Indian community was 
clamoring for ways to do good for our relatives. Indian Centers became resources for 
housing, work, and contact with Native professionals who could guide the newest Native 
people in the twin cities. The American Indian Movement was starting along with Heart 
of the Earth Survival School and Red School House. My work in the public schools with 
Native children, Native and non-native staff has influenced many lives in our community. 
Native American culture in the Twin Cities has kept me engaged in many aspects of our 
culture. This has been my own story of growth.  
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Story 28 
 
My grandmother raised us the first years of our life, near the Pueblo peoples’ geography, 
where she worked. We went home to the Plains a couple of times, and more often our 
relatives from up north would come to visit us in the southwest. It wasn’t until I was in 
college, engaged in anti-mascot activism, that identity as a Native person was brought 
back to the forefront. Before school, being Native was just who I was, but after spending 
so much time on campus explaining what that meant and why 'Indian' mascots were 
harmful, I wanted to go home where we could just be Native without having to defend 
that identity. Anyhow, there’s this funny story about that. So, I’m camping out at 
ceremony as a supporter, feeling good, feeling home, feeling connected. These are my 
people, everything is all ‘mitakuye oyasin,’ haha. On the first day, we were told to look 
out for seeing special things at this time, and encouraged to share our experiences. In my 
eagerness I must’ve turned this into an expectation, and I got all pumped to be on the 
watch for my 'moment,' haha.I woke up on the second morning and here, I saw some 
coyote scat exactly outside of my tent. Right there, right in front of my door! So then, I 
thought I remembered hearing the coyotes at night, and here I see he’d been so close 
while I was sleeping, this, for sure, was my 'experience', oooo, what does this mean? I 
was so excited I sought out my grandfather, one of the medicine people assisting with the 
doings. It was barely sunrise, I had my coffee ready to tell the experience, get a take on it. 
And I begin telling all gestures and dramatic pauses, “Oh, the noise at night was like this, 
the sun as it’s coming this morning was this way, I woke with this good feeling, and I 
see, right here, the coyote has left this sign, right outside of my door! What can it mean?” 
My grandfather looks out at the horizon for a minute, and then he says, thoughtfully, 
“Well, I think it means a coyote sh*t outside of your tent.” Hahaha! After that, I 
personally repeated the story around camp, it was so funny. We laugh to this day when 
we talk about it. And, I know the significance of the story now. In finding the humor in 
my enthusiasm for “authenticity” I was, at that moment, most “in community.” 
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Story 29 
 
I was born and raised on the White Earth Reservation. Growing up, my parents were not 
married, nor were they together when I was born. Both of my parents were alcoholics, 
along with other family members that dealt with addiction. My father had custody of me 
but we both lived with my grandparents, who played a really big role in raising me. 
Although both of my parents were in my life, my grandma was my main caregiver. I 
moved to Minneapolis the year I graduated high school in 1999. Not long after moving 
here, I met Roger. We later had our son, Roger, who is now 13. My addiction started not 
long after my son was born. I used for roughly ten years. In them ten years there had been 
times where I don’t know how we made it through. Everything we had went to my 
addiction. Having the Rogers in my life while going through this and them having to deal 
with my addition just as much as I dealt with it, I am forever grateful to have them in my 
life. With working different places that were centered around addiction I felt shame to 
have to make that call and actually admit that yes, I am an addict, and yes, I do need help. 
I did also know that completing a Rule 25 was the first step into the new life I had wanted 
to make for not just myself, but my family as well. After deciding enough was enough, I 
took the first step, called and completed a Rule 25. I am now four years sober as of 
October 14, 2014. Being a recovering addict, it has been easier to work with others who 
have been in my shoes, who have dealt with and still deal with addiction. I like helping 
others who are trying to overcome addiction.  
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Story 30 
 
Growing up on the rez, I always had family around me. I was taught at a very young age 
to stick up for your family and to help your family any way possible. We stayed with the 
family and did what the family did. One of the problems with that was there was a lack of 
traditional activities in the house. This started when my grandparents went to a boarding 
school near the rez. Although they claim that they weren't abused in any form, the system 
still worked in that they stopped speaking the language and stopped participating in 
ceremonies. The products of the school did not turn them into catholics, but also took 
their traditional ways away. Passing this on to their kids, the kids were told that they were 
being traditional with the things that they still did. The kids learned how to introduce 
themselves in the language, learned the names for animals and food, but not much more 
than that. The kids continued to put tobacco out before hunting, fishing, and gathering. 
And when the kids grew up, they attended powwows, played sports, and learned to 
become part of the colonized society. 
 
That's where I come in, I was raised in a "traditional" household. We continued the 
activities that the people before us did, like hunting, fishing, maple sugaring, and ricing. 
I’ve always had the mentality that I was traditional. I thought that I was doing the right 
thing: I had brown skin, watched the powwows and made the elders happy with the 
things that I did. I wanted to be a dentist, a basketball player or business owner. Then I 
came to college and to a big city where my identity of being indigenous was even more 
rare. I felt as though I had to blend in and conform to the standards that society had set 
for me. I felt like my only options were to assimilate or to stand out. I chose to stand out. 
I chose to learn more of the language, and participate more in ceremonies. I have grown 
to think differently about learning the traditional ways than the rest of my family. I am no 
longer fine with only knowing what I do now and am open to talking about ceremonies. 
Now, I plan on being a language teacher, someone who works to help strengthen Native 
causes and educates others. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 238 

Story 31 
 
My name is Jennifer Graff. I am the youngest daughter and second youngest child in a 
family of seven surviving children. My mother had 9 children in seven years. Two of the 
9 (2 of the quadruplets; Catherine and Craig) didn't survive. She had 7 children in 3 
years. By September of 1968 she had 7 children under the age of 8 to care for. Martin 
(Marty) 8/1961; the twins, Joel/Jill 1/1963; the surviving quads, Chris/Crystal 1/1964; 
Jennifer (myself) 11/1966; and Michael (Mick) 9/1968. I am proud of being part of a 
large family. It makes getting together, the few times that we can, more meaningful and 
memorable. My mother is one of 11 children who grew up in Superior WI. While 
growing up she and her siblings were told to say that they were French Canadian. They 
were never to say that they were Native. My parents were married in April of 1961. Soon 
after marriage they moved to Kenosha WI for work. After having been 10 years away 
from family, they moved back up north. They found a big house to shelter us all in 
Duluth MN. My mom started going to school for nursing and was able to graduate as an 
LPN. She would go on to further her schooling in Drug and Alcohol Counseling. It was 
during this time that she was learning more about herself and her long denied culture. 
We, her children, began to attend Indian Club at Lincoln Elementary & Lincoln Jr HS.  
 
I still remember a few of the Ojibwe words' pronunciations and meaning. My great 
grandmother would speak Ojibwe to my mom when she was little and out of ear-shot of 
her mother. My Grandmother was very true to her Catholic faith. She told her mother, 
"never speak that language in my house," which left an impression on my mother who 
witnessed it. My mom left my dad, she says, but we didn't go with her, in 1979. It was, in 
my opinion, a continued version of historical trauma to our family. I know that she grew 
up in an alcoholic family and married an alcoholic. I often think of and relate to the 
beginning of the movie Smoke Signals and I relate that to my upbringing. By learning 
about herself while attending college, she learned that she was a valued and valuable 
person. Not just a mother. Not just a wife. Not just a sister or daughter, but her own 
person. I believe that this is a fall-out from generational historical trauma. My great 
grandparents, my great grandmother for sure, was a victim of the St Mary's boarding 
school, Bad River Reservation, Ashland WI. Only now, as an adult do I know that my 
relatives talk about our culture. My mother moved back to the Duluth/Superior area after 
her long time partner, John Losh, walked on. Since she has been back and living on the 
Fond du Lac Reservation, all of her 10, still living, siblings, children and many nieces 
and nephews as well has her grandchildren and now great grandchildren are what take up 
her time. That is, when she isn't exercising every other day, or sitting on the many boards 
that she is involved with (adoption, school board, elder concerns, clinic board, and Indian 
Legal to name a few). I feel that with the colonial upbringing that I had and the life-long 
interest in Native culture, that I was robbed of knowing that I, and subsequently my child, 
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are victims of the continued historical trauma that Natives are perpetually living with and 
learning to breathe without the spiked collar of Manifest Destiny choking out Native 
existence. I feel that I have to explain myself by my self identifying as Native. 
 
My great grandfather, Edward Smith, was the Captain of the America on Lake Superior. 
The “America” was the only way to get mail, supplies, passengers and the like to the 
North and South Shores of Lake Superior when there were no roads to do so. Even after 
there were roads, the “America” was the fastest way to get mail and supplies. My family 
has a story about Edward Smith. It is said that he had to renounce his Native-ness to work 
for the Federal government, to captain the America; as Natives didn't become citizens 
until 1924 and I believe he was Captaining the ship for at least 10 years prior. Due to that 
story my grandmother; her children, including my mother and her siblings; me and my 
siblings and cousins as well as my child, nieces and nephews, and so on would only be 
able to use the lineage of our maternal line for cultural identity. This in effect is the 
eradication of native peoples. Once my mother walks on my siblings and I will have no 
direct blood connection to any affiliated Band of Ojibwe. My mother has given us the 
label of "Throw-away Children," due to the BIA regulations imposed on the Anishinabe. 
In that same vein, my great grandfather was given his 80 acres with a document signed 
by then president, Grover Cleveland in 1893 but due to having to renounce his native 
status, again, to work for the federal government, his ownership was revoked. This 
domino effect is long and far reaching. 
 
I have attended powwows which are always a teaching and learning moment. My mother 
has more of a learn-as-you-go philosophy in giving information about our culture, but if 
she is asked she will impart her knowledge freely. She says to those of us who have not 
been to see the monument of Crazy Horse that we should go. This along with a Sundance 
will be a spiritual journey for me. I feel as though I need to be a part of this particular 
celebration. 
 
Duluth MN is where I first learned about my culture. In small ways we were shown 
things; when we gathered with our relatives (which was often) or went out in the woods 
with uncles and grandpa; in the way that we honored a member who passed or a birth of a 
newborn; even with graduations and military enlistments. My culture was beginning to 
show itself to me. Minneapolis MN is where I now reside and have done so since the 
birth of my son 30 years ago. While here, I have improved upon the ability to learn more 
about my culture and in the process have been able to share these moments with my child 
and will with his, as yet, unborn children. It is this purpose, in part, as to why I am eager 
to be a part of sharing my story. Being an oral culture it is easy to hear the stories of our 
ancestors and enjoy the gatherings to do so. But this project has created the ability to 
preserve and perhaps maintain the ideology of it at the same time. 
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Story 32 
 
My siblings and I are all adopted women of color, and my parents and their families, who 
are all white, did the best they could to protect and guide us all out into the greater world 
after we left our small town. I was the only one born in the United States. My own Native 
heritage was not discovered until I was in my mid-20's, but leading up to that time I was 
loved and supported. My late uncle Dougie was especially passionate about telling me 
that I had to continue to sharpen my mind and sense of ethics, as he said I would be a 
bringer of justice to whatever community I joined. He passed away when I was a 
teenager, but these words came back to me as an adult. When I learned that my heritage 
was one long story of injustice. I knew then Dougie was right. 
  
I often get the standard “Where are you from?” question.  I grew up in rural Minnesota, 
but have lived in Los Angeles, briefly Italy, Mankato, MN, and now Saint Paul, MN. 
These places are so different that each experience lent something very unique. In rural 
Minnesota, I was often called racial slurs intended for Hispanic people, and was usually 
deemed "Mexican." The majority of people in that community were of German descent, 
like my parents, so it was a complex discussion every time we went into town. In Los 
Angeles and Italy, so many more people I met looked more "like me," and it was easy to 
feel pride in my appearance/heritage, regardless of my lack of clarity of its true origins at 
times. Mankato, Minnesota felt pretty similar to rural Minnesota culturally, and I was 
often asked to clarify my ethnicity. St. Paul has been the most positive place so far for my 
girls and me, I have felt a more universal sense of unity among different cultures and 
neighborhoods, and I feel more welcome in different diverse neighborhoods throughout 
the city. It was in Saint Paul I was able to start my own endeavor to fight for justice for 
people of color who didn’t have the many  privileges my sisters and I grew up with. 
Those experiences that shaped me most were my family's providing me access to art and 
nature. I was given a great parochial education, but I feel that my family's choice of 
living a more rustic lifestyle in a very wooded area had a huge impact on my perspective 
of the natural world.  
 
My sister Jayleen and I both studied classical music, and that made me feel the beautiful 
and even sublime elements of our human nature could be shared by all- what a gift we 
had, making our own music under our cathedral of oak trees. My adult life has required 
me to live though abuse, loss, and injustice, yet continuing to spend time with creation, 
and learning to be a creator myself, has been the key to saving my life and my childrens. 
They have often been the leaders in this, dragging me outside, regardless of the 
temperature.  They always claim, “It’s not that cold out, mom, you were just born in 
Texas.” I’m not sure if any of that can be backed by science, but they do have a point 
about perspective.I feel the blind spot most people have regarding the ethnic identity in 



 

 241 

America is that there is any one kind of person. Yes, my identity is very strongly tied to a 
culture, or even several cultures, in which I share commonalities with my neighbors, but 
every Native person--every Minnesotan --every person--I meet comes into describing 
their identity in such a personal way. I think the biggest misconception I've found is that 
there is one story that can be attached to a people or ethnic group, that learning “Where 
they’re from,” is going to tell you all you need to know about them.  But is anyone from a 
place and time so simple that that alone defines them? Or are we all coming from a new 
place every day, a human place, that enables us to give grace and kindness to those who 
may have come from across the world, or maybe from next door? 
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Story 33 
 
At a young age I suspected there was a connection between stress, trauma and Native 
health. I remember distinctly, being a kid and hearing about stress being related to a heart 
attack. I wondered, “How does that happen?”. If stress is related to a heart attack, then it 
must be related to other health problems, like the ones that were in my family and among 
other Natives. Growing up, I witnessed my family and other Natives suffering from 
complicated illnesses, behavioral health struggles, suicide, Alzheimer’s, autoimmune 
disorders, arthritis, anger, low affect. I wondered what led to all of this. As a child and 
young adult, I experienced multiple traumas and losses. Sexual abuse, sexual assaults, 
dating violence, and other forms of violence were experienced from age 3 and into my 
20’s. As a teen I ended up with several behavioral health challenges, and in high school I 
became pregnant, placing my daughter in an adoption. Over time, my own mental health 
declined and I was diagnosed with depression, PTSD, and dissociative disorder. 
Eventually, my physical health began to decline as well. 
  
My interest in understanding how health outcomes come to be sent me on two distinct 
paths. After high school I started at community college, although I was never much into 
school and my behavioral health struggles continued. I got pregnant again at 18, and had 
my son as I started my third year at  college. I never earned my nursing degree, but in the 
process of my efforts to escape violence, I did learn persistence to succeed in school. As 
often as possible I would go to campus to get away from home. Going to class meant 
relief. The other path led me to understand that I could recover from my mental health 
struggles. But it was my son who gave me the motivation to take on the recovery 
challenge. One day, my teen son came to me with tears in his eyes, almost begging me to 
share with him more about my life. He said that he felt like he barely even knew me. I 
was heartbroken. I knew how he felt because that’s how I felt about my mom. I was 
determined to heal and recover so I could be a better mom. This meant learning to be 
vulnerable so I could express myself, and fully engage in the healing process. Eventually, 
I made it to a place in life where I was sufficiently recovered and could refocus on my 
life purpose. I made a commitment to help understand how stress, trauma, colonization, 
social and political factors, and resilience affect behavioral and physical health and 
wellbeing for Native individuals, families and communities. To fulfill this commitment, I 
went back to school again. This time was not to escape violence, but to get my PhD, 
become a researcher, and serve my people. I am now where I am supposed to be, 
conducting Native health research and studying stress, trauma, and resilience.The 
Stockbridge reminds us that getting through life and emerging with strength often 
involves “many trails”. These pathways can involve hills and valleys, or in research talk, 
these are also known as mediators and moderators. 
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Story 34 
 
From the time I can remember, culture influenced every experience in my life. I 
remember always having a sense I was the other, I was different in every way. Although I 
am enrolled Hocak, I am also half White. My Mom is Hocak, Potawotami and Kaw and 
my Dad is German and Irish. With my Hocak relatives anything I did that was not 
acceptable, respectable or honorable...it was because I was half White. With my White 
relatives, I would hear racist comments about Natives but they “never were referring to 
me” and they would tell me how they loved, but pitied me, because my Mom was a party 
girl and unfit mother. They would make fun of my language, traditional dress and cultural 
beliefs. I developed a tough skin and learned how to take an offensive joke and laugh it 
out when in my heart I was lost without a sense of belonging or purpose.Outside of my 
family, I always noticed the jokes and stereotypes and up until I was in 8th grade I took 
the harassment, racist comments and acts as a victim, Until one day in the height of a 
Native American mascot protest happening at my middle school as I was getting pushed 
around and spit on by White kids that did not want the mascot to be changed...I fought 
back...and got suspended from school for fighting while the White kids only got 'talked 
to' without any consequence. That was where I noticed an even deeper divide it was us 
vs. them aka mainstream society and I knew where I stood even if I was not accepted 
anywhere. 
 
My Mom had me when she was 17, and my Dad had custody of me, because my Mom 
tried to commit suicide when I was little because she lost both my baby sister and 
grandmother (her mother) in the same two week time period. Both parents did the best 
they could with what they were given, both grieving and children themselves. Although 
my Dad was White, I was Hocak at heart, and culturally identified with my Mom, Nanis 
and Kakas. I was fortunate to be given the traditional Hocak way of life, and ran back to 
the ceremony and my community whenever I could. I grew up traditional Hocak and 
there were always cultural differences prevalent in daily life. From what was being 
accepted as a holiday, to cultural ceremonies that were excused, to the stereotypes of 
what a Native person was supposed to look like or not. 
 
My children and family have always influenced my life the most. Particularly the women 
in my family. My great-grandmothers, grandmothers, mothers, sisters, and daughters, 
they are all healers, they are my greatest teachers. They walk with me, guide me, are 
always in my heart, spirit and watch over me. They have given me a sense of belonging 
and grounded me in humility, hard work and purpose. I have lived in many places and 
that has affected my worldview and acceptance and love of diverse cultures. I love to 
share stories of diverse peoples journeys, and cultural similarities with Hocak culture. 
Stories give me a sense of connectedness, spirituality and healing. Culture is so important 
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to having a sense of belonging, balance and understanding a community to finding 
solutions to health and well-being. 
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Story 35 
 
I didn’t know we were Native until we moved from Kenosha, Wisconsin to Duluth. I 
grew up and lived in Kenosha, Wisconsin & had no clue about our ethnic background. 
We were the minority in a mostly populated area of Mexicans that came up to farm so 
many months & go back in the winter & African Americans. We moved to Duluth my 
mom got us involved in learning about our Native culture. I took a class through  Amelia 
LeGarde when I went to Denfeld High School. It was eye opening & impressed me very 
much. She made our history come alive and told us always to be proud of where we come 
from and who we are. She made me want to keep learning about our ethnicity. My mom 
put us in Indian club and received help through the Fond Du Lac reservation and sent us 
in the summer to Indian camp. We learned a lot during that week of traveling the Brule 
River and portaging, eating what I felt were rations. I remember being so hungry and lost 
weight during that week. It felt like hard work paddling all day setting up camp, making 
food, and feeling exhausted under the beautiful stars. It made the day all worthwhile to go 
to sleep in such a peaceful environment and then wake up and do it all over again! That 
week was long but short at the same time - wanting to be with your people but knowing 
you have to go back and be another person. My mom was never allowed to talk about her 
Native culture. Her grandma was told by her mother not to speak the Ojibwe language 
because of her experiences being placed in a mission school. It was taboo to use the 
language and use their traditions! We learned very little as children. The knowledge came 
as we became older and more so as we became adults. 
  
My mom lives on the Fond Du Lac reservation. She grew up in a huge family and is one 
of eleven children. My mom is one of the oldest. All of the siblings listen to her and 
follow her lead in many areas! She was the one that brought the culture back into the 
whole family even though her mom was told not to ever live like that! It is a great gift! 
We learn from all the elders and always listen to them and respect them because they are 
our storytellers. I participate in many things that go on at the Fond Du Lac reservation 
with some of my siblings, and know many of our people! It feels good and right to be 
amongst them all! I have been working with some of my siblings for years to try to get us 
enrolled but to no avail. My mom calls us “the throwaway children”. It is really sad to be 
more or less forgotten. Some of my cousins are enrolled and some are not because the 
tribe put a cut-off date down for the enrollment. My sisters and I feel our culture is a 
great honor but my brothers do not go to any cultural events or talk out culture with us. 
They live in the white man’s world and don’t have any time for our culture, much alone 
family. My twin brother always asks, “ Why is Jill Native and I’m not?” I’ve told him it’s 
all what you put into your life and experiences. My mom always tells him that you are 
Native no matter what!  
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Story 36 
 
I grew up on the Red Lake reservation in Northern Minnesota with my family, including 
my grandparents, and numerous aunts, uncles, and cousins who all lived nearby. I went to 
school on the rez for elementary, where all the other kids also identified as Native and we 
all came from the same place. My family instilled in me my identity as an Ojibwe person 
from a very young age, and I always knew who I was and I was proud. It wasn't until I 
went to school off the rez, in Bemidji, that I really started to see how misunderstood 
Native people and their culture are, and the ignorance and racism against us. I remember 
making friends with other kids only to be told days later that they could not be my friend 
anymore once they realized I was from Red Lake. However, I thankfully never felt 
embarrassed of where I came from, and remained proud to be Red Lake Ojibwe. 
 
This ignorance from my peers only made me want to succeed even more, and outshine 
them whenever I could. My mind continued to be blown as I got older and realized just 
how little these people knew about Native people and their history with the US, MN, and 
local governments. This complete ignorance, including disregard of the Nation to Nation 
relationships we have with the government that allows us our treaty rights, has served to 
only further the racial divide and institutional oppression. How could people who live so 
close to and among many Native people not understand anything about Native people and 
our history? How could they think our culture is one of alcoholism, addiction, violence, 
and gambling? I know that the problems we face are visible, but then why can't they see 
the historical issues that continue to hold us down? More importantly, why can't they see 
all the beauty that is our actual culture? I moved to St Paul to attend Macalester College 
when I was 18 years old. Suddenly, I found myself completely out of my comfort zone, 
and so far away from my family, my people, and my woods I grew up in. That first year, 
I was only one of two Native people who came from a reservation that were attending 
Macalester. Suddenly, I was meeting educated young adults from all over the country and 
world who had no idea that Native people still exist; this actually hurt me the most. I was 
excited about all the multiculturalism that surrounded me, but I was worried my identity 
and the issues that mattered to me as a Native person would be lost in the crowd of 
worthwhile identities and issues, especially because I was so shy. I took American 
Studies classes where we studied race, history, and the systems that continue to hold 
people of color down. However, I rarely learned anything about Native people unless it 
was in the context of a Native American class. I once asked why we haven’t learned 
about the Native aspect of something, and a professor said, "I'd love to be able to teach 
more about Native people, but I never learned anything myself." I did not find this 
acceptable, because it is a disservice not just to the Native people on campus but to 
everyone on campus to not learn this information. It was because of this moment that I 
sought out all I could on Native history and current events, and shared it with my peers. I 
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also brought back the Native student organization on campus to spread awareness of 
Native issues. Ultimately, I was inspired to major in both education and American studies 
with a long term goal of redeveloping the education system on my rez and in the state. 
We need to fight ignorance with knowledge, and it is one of the only ways I see to 
dismantle these deeply entrenched systems that exacerbate racism and oppression. 
 
When I moved from the rez to the city, I think I finally really started to think from an 
outside perspective about my culture, where I come from, who I am, and what matters to 
me. So much has been lost in Native culture that we are now working to revitalize, but 
one of the big things I personally believe in is that my culture is not static and has always 
existed and continued to grow despite what was taken from us. We might not exactly 
look like our ancestors or practice everything exactly as they had, but we are resilient and 
we adapt, and our culture grows along with us in many positive ways. The negative side 
effects of colonization such as addiction can be healed with our culture, but they are not 
part of our culture. Native people are not a thing of the past to be forgotten. We are still 
here, still proud, still strong, and growing. We live everywhere, not just on reservations. 
Native people have history with and a connection to this land that no other group will 
ever have, and our tribes have a government to government relationship with the U.S. 
that entitles us to certain treaty rights. This history seems to be forgotten or ignored by 
many and their ignorance spreads hate and racism which furthers the systemic oppression 
of our people. We can all heal together if we are willing to listen and learn outside of the 
dominant narrative. 
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Story 37 
 
My grandmother was the greatest influence in my life, she was a shelter and a person 
who shared with me. Also my mother, my siblings, and my children. My grandmother 
was not at our home often while I was growing up. When she was there, she would tell us 
native legends and stories from her lifetime. She was a tiny woman with waist length hair 
that she kept in a braid that was wound up at the back of her head. My mother was very 
busy, as there were 11 of us children: six boys and five girls. We had a three-bedroom 
home, with one room for the boys and one room for the girls. We lived off the land 
except for staples like bread, flour, and lard. We had a big garden, and lived on deer 
meat, fish, and  wild berries. My mother also made us our dresses. 
  
I was born, lived and grew up in white society, with a strong influence of the Catholic 
church. For my remaining days, I will live on my reservation, which is the Fond du Lac 
reservation in the Sawyer district. I live in elder housing there. I have seven children: 
three girls and four boys, and 14 grandchildren, 6 great grandchildren. They all have 
grown up with the native influence in their lives, some have native names but some don’t. 
My name is Kiiweden Anong Kwe, which means north star woman, given to me by a 
medicine man from Red Lake.  I am a native artist who makes traditional Ojibwe faceless 
dolls made from buckskin, stuffed with buffalo hair, dressed in deer hide and the hair is 
horse hair. My dolls are in multiple museums and collections, and the Smithsonian 
National Museum of the American Indian in Washington DC. 
  
I participate in powwows, the language, ricing, gathering syrup, netting, creating native 
art, and am among natives daily. Netting is when you go out in a canoe with a 300 foot 
net, and you throw the net in the water, and pick it up for next morning for walleye fish. I 
have set the net and when you are out there in the early morning pulling the net, I am 
closer to Maanidoo, who is the great being in the four directions. It is  so spiritual. You 
are at one with our beautiful living space that our ancient ones took care to keep for us. I 
am thankful daily as I offer my asema, or tobacco. I understand how I and all of us here 
have a responsibility to the next 7 generations that will come behind us. I am just a pitiful 
shinob getting through life in the best way I know how, I value my children, 
grandchildren, and great grandchildren, my brothers and sisters, and my many relatives 
and life on the rez. 
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Story 38 
 
My name is Judy Jeanne Olson. I am 71-years old. I am an enrolled member of the Leech 
Lake Band of Ojibwe. My brothers and I were taken from our mother, Devota Helloise 
Smith when we were young children. She was from Lac Courte Oreille in Hayward, 
Wisconsin. When my mother and grandmother, Gertrude Smith, moved to Minneapolis, 
no one would hire my mother because Natives weren’t offered jobs. She wasn’t married 
and wasn’t working, and had four children. According to Indian policy at that time, 
children were then to be removed from the home and placed into foster care. It was 
thought that if we were taken from our home and placed into foster care, and then 
adopted by White people that we would lose our Indianness and blend into White society. 
I was placed primarily into foster care from the time I was several months old until I was 
4 years old, which was when I was adopted for the first time. For some family reason, I 
was removed and went back into foster care until another family adopted me. I really 
loved the first two adoptions. I liked the people. I liked the parents. For reasons unknown 
to me, I had to leave and went to live at St. Joe’s orphanage in Minneapolis. I was 
adopted for a third and final time when I was 7-years old. Even just being a little kid and 
not understanding why things happen, I knew my adopted family was cold compared to 
the first two homes I lived in. I had to do all of the heavy lifting to connect to my family 
and work to fit in out of fear of being rehomed again. I was told by my social worker that 
if I didn’t make a real effort to fit in, I would be rehomed. It was a difficult process. I was 
basically raised like a White girl and had no idea I was Native until I was a teenager 
when my adopted mother told me. Then my adopted family downplayed my Nativeness. 
They would say that I wasn’t that much Native anyway. And because my adoption 
records were sealed, I didn’t have any more information to go off of. 
  
The older I got, the issues with my adopted parents became more untenable. There was a 
lot of shame and blame from them that I was trying to navigate. After going to college for 
a couple months when I was 18-years old, I dropped out and ran away to Montana, which 
is where I met my first husband. When we were married, I told him I wanted to find my 
birth family but he didn’t want to hear about it. After we divorced in 1972, I went back to 
my adopted family in New Ulm, Minnesota and started to look for my parents. I had no 
idea where to look or who to ask, but I decided to write this tiny little letter to the Mille 
Lacs Band of Ojibwe telling them my birth name, Emily Marie Smith, and that I wanted 
to find my parents. It turned out that my dad was from Mille Lacs and was sent to White 
Earth because of the indian removal act. They couldn’t give me more information than 
that because my dad’s family, the Thompsons, had been removed to White Earth, long 
before my dad was even born. 
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Three years later, I asked my friend Randy, who was an attorney, if he could find out 
anything about my birth family. He contacted Hennepin County and was connected with 
a social worker, who was nice enough to give Randy information about my brothers and 
how to contact them. I immediately called the number I was given and was so nervous, 
but I called the number anyway and asked to speak to my brother Kenny Smith, and the 
voice on the other line said yes. I naturally thought that person was going to get my 
brother. I waited ten minutes and no one said anything, so I asked for Kenny Smith again, 
and the voice on the other line said “Oh, did you want to talk to him?” And we just 
laughed. At this point, the person went and got my brother, and this was the first time we 
ever spoke. We made plans to meet the following weekend and I went up to 
Bloomington, Minnesota to meet my two brothers and my Uncle, who was my mother’s 
only brother. My mother had passed away in 1957 and it was new information to me that 
I had an Uncle. That first year, I went and visited them quite often.It took me all these 
years to put it all together. After receiving a copy of my original birth certificate, I finally 
felt like I belonged to my birth mother. She is mine. This is my mother. I belong to her. 
She belongs to me. I was 68-years old at that time. At that point, I reintroduced myself to 
the world and who I was on Facebook. People that I had known most of my life had no 
idea I had been adopted, that I was Native, and that my birth name was Emily Marie 
Smith. 
  
I don’t have any contact with my adopted family. It appeared, through time, that we 
didn’t have anything in common. They really don’t know who I am. Much of my birth 
family is deceased, except for my brother Larry, my Uncle Elmer, my Uncle Pat and his 
children, and my cousin Frenchy. Frenchy is a veritable warehouse of family history and 
introduced me to a lot of my family members. There is also my Uncle Elmer, who is my 
dad’s brother. He is 96 years old. He and I talk a lot about family and the history of our 
family. I am closest to my Uncle Pat. He is hilarious, funny, and my children like to see 
him whenever we can. 
  
Over time, my daughter became interested in Indian policy and how it affected our 
family. She has a degree in Indian studies and has been studying our Ojibwe language for 
10 years. Several years ago my daughter produced an audio documentary about 4 native 
adoptees, including myself, taken from our families and how our daughters were affected, 
entitled “Stolen Childhoods.” It can be heard on MPR in their archives. My children and I 
have our native names and go to ceremony when appropriate. It has helped to feel 
connected to my tribe and culture. For years, I went to powwows. I made regalia for 
family and others when requested. I have done extensive research in the “Indian rolls” 
which are Indian census rolls to find my family and ancestors. It helps me to feel 
connected and understand where I belong. Even though I will never meet these people 
and they have been dead for years, it’s a great feeling to see their name in print, to know 
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that they are my relatives. That they are mine. And I am theirs. After being an orphan for 
so long, I now know who I am.  
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Story 39 
 
I am mixed blooded. My father was Cherokee, Mandan and Swedish; my mother was 
Hunkpapa, Oglala and French Canadian. When I was four and half years old my mother 
died unexpectedly from cancer at the age of 23. It was 1958. My little sister and brother 
were killed, thrown in a ditch and left to the crows. Within the year, my surviving brother 
and I were made wards of the state by the state of Oregon. At the end of that year, the 
Baptists came. They took us back to Illinois, to the tail end of the Native American 
boarding school system. That’s when I first became surrounded. In Illinois, everything 
was different. Flat land that was further flattened into orderly, plowed rows and only a 
smattering of trees in hedgerows. The region was almost entirely anglo-entric with a few 
blacks and latinos sprinkled in, but rarely a Native American. I hated it. It was so 
artificial and hypocritical. The longer I was forced to stay the more hypocritical I felt. 
Against my will, I was slowly becoming them. But I was always the outsider. They 
paraded me around and called me “their little Indian,” but also tried to systematically beat 
any trace of the “little Indian” out of me. Those brutal attempts only further ingrained 
those fragments as I secreted them away their grubby hands. That’s when I knew why my 
mother called the whites “flat asses” and the wasicu-sa (the fat takers). Having no 
parents, no role models or few and far between positive forces, I grew up without a moral 
compass and a capacity for greater brutality. I refused to die and it made me ruthless and 
relentless. I also refuse to lose. 
  
The day I turned 18, was the day I left the care of the Calverlites. That started me on a 
path of living in NYC, LA and Chicago for the next 25-years. Because of my quasi exotic 
look (native/anglo) of dark hair, high cheekbones and powerful athletic build, I started 
with modeling for catalogs, magazines, newspapers, billboards and runway shows. I 
progressively parlayed that into acting for TV commercials and movies, and singing in 
recording studios. But due to a crushing experience on a movie set, I quit acting, took the 
money and became an audio and acoustic design engineer. From there I designed, and or 
opperrated, sound systems for Broadway plays/musicals, toured with 
national/international music stars and designed recording studios. Becoming an 
audio/acoustic design engineer was a compromise to practicality because all I really 
wanted to be was a singer. I learned every peripheral skill set that would make me a 
better singer one day. Music is the only thing that has saved me in my life. I left acting 
behind, but I always kept it percolating in my core. One day I would return to it despite 
the crushing movie set experience. I tried to reconnect with my culture by going to the 
urban Native American centers. This, and eventually my experiences at the University of 
Minnesota-Duluth, were rife with discrimination, reverse discrimination and outright 
greedy, vindictive hostility for not being pure blooded. This just further isolated me and 
only continued to leave me feeling more disconnected. After living in major urban 
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centers for 25-years I realized I needed urban detox. In the end, it came down to moving 
back to the west coast or up to Canadien Shield near the Canadien border. I chose to go 
north. The final city destination turned out to be Duluth, MN. For a number of reasons. 
One, because I seem to be drawn to large bodies of water (the ocean, Lake Michigan and 
Lake Superior. After I moved to Duluth I discovered I was still surrounded and an 
outsider in my own land once again. 
  
That’s when I experienced discrimination/reverse-discrimination at the University of 
Minnesota - Duluth. The first phase was back when the early incarnation of the American 
Indian Learning Resource Center (AILRC) was in Cina Hall. If you weren’t pure-
blooded, or any other version of their perception of a wannabe, the hostility and isolation 
was palatable. Not being Anishinabe was a crime, but being mixed blooded left me 
feeling like a leper. I eventually exercised that social/cultural option from my UMD 
experience. In my junior year, I was injured in a devastating auto accident that knocked 
me out of school. It took me thirteen-years to get out of the hospitals, nursing homes, 
surgeries and physical therapies before I could return back to UMD to complete my 
degree. The Cina location for the Native students gathering was now replaced with the 
new AILRC center in the Kirby Center. The hostility was better this time, but I still 
felt/feel like a second class citizen because I’m not Anishinabe or pure blooded. So, to 
make sense of it all I have been compelled to be an artist. All of my artistic mediums 
(writing, metalsmithing and music) are centered around trying to make sense of being 
caught in a cultural crossfire. I try to mitigate feeling lost, feeling impossibly broken and 
being a living ghost, through my art. I try to dull the nightmares where I hear buggles 
blaring and women and children screaming. I try to remember who I am and where I’m 
from, but it all seems so far away, like it’s someone else. The most important Lakota 
word my mother taught me on the sofa as she lay dying, is geeksuya. It means remember. 
I try, but it all gets blurrier, and possibly more corrupt over time. I know who I am. I 
know who I want to be, but I don’t know where I am. I want to be where I’m supposed to 
be. I want to come home. 
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Story 40 
 
The Great Lakes are my home. I was born and raised in Green Bay, Wisconsin, a border 
town on the edge of the Oneida Reservation. Although I attended very white schools, I 
always saw Native people in my daily life. As a teenager I struggled with my mental 
health, with my gender and sexuality, and with my family. I always wanted to run away 
to the big city where I thought I could find other queer and trans people like me. But 
when I moved to Chicago after high school, it was like culture shock--no one knew 
anything about Native people, and I no longer saw people who shared my heritage on a 
daily basis. I didn't even meet another Native person living in Chicago until my second 
year living there. For some reason, that actually made my identity as a Métis and Ojibwe 
person even stronger, maybe because I wanted to assert who I was in non-Native spaces. 
But living without community support took a toll on my mental health, and I felt I had to 
leave Chicago. 
  
Since moving to Minneapolis, I’ve reconnected with Native community and become even 
more involved with my language and spirituality. I've realized I don’t have to try hard to 
be Anishinaabe, I just am. Language has been the biggest influence on my understanding 
of myself and my culture. I started learning one of my languages, Michif, when I was 
fourteen, but as a young adult I have been able to spend more time with elders who speak 
Michif and Ojibwe and it means the world to me. I'm not sure if I believe that there is a 
worldview you can only access through our languages, but I know that it makes me feel 
good to speak it knowing my ancestors did too, and that hopefully our descendants will as 
well. Receiving my spirit name and reclaiming my clan from family history have also 
made me feel a sense of strength and commitment to understanding my place in the world 
and my communities. I appreciate the few experiences I have been able to have with 
ceremony, but I am also increasingly understanding that ceremony is more than a few 
moments in my life, it is everyday. 
  
My identity as a Two-Spirit person is still incredibly important to me. For a long time I 
didn't know if I had the "right" to call myself Two-Spirit. I didn't know any of the 
traditional roles that Metis and Ojibwe Two-Spirit people had. I am still learning, but I 
call myself Two-Spirit now as a way to recognize that I exist in the context of a long line 
of Two-Spirit Anishinaabe and Michif people. My experiences can't be limited to a word 
in the English language. I've started to write as a way to make sense of this journey I've 
made over the years. Through my writing I am trying to bring to light the historical and 
present-day experiences of people like me, and I hope that by doing so other Two-Spirit 
people can find kinship in my words. 
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Story 41 
 
Who am I? This question has bothered me for many years. My father, Frederick William 
Peake, son of Charles Hobart Peake and Charlotte Cate Walters was born April 20, 1908. 
While Charles Peake was in the military, Cate stayed with her in-laws. In 1911, Lizzie 
Sherer, Cate’s mother, was dying and her husband, Harry Sherer, went to Charlotte Cates 
in-laws and took her to his house to care for her mother. After her mother died, Harry 
Sherer married his step daughter, making her siblings her step children. She now became 
their mother and her children’s grandmother, because she married her mother’s husband, 
Harry Sherer. Harry Sherer was her children’s father and grandfather. Her mother, Lizzie 
Sherer, was the grandmother and great-grandmother of her children. How Confusing!  
What convoluted relationships! 
 
Charlotte Cate and Charles Peake had two children. Louise Lillian, born in 1904, married 
Elmer Antell, then John Aitken. Frederick William Peake, April 20, 1908, married 
Richartena Anna Johanna Willie Clark Sherer. Charlotte Cate married Harry Sherer and 
had five children. 
Kenneth Vincent married Dorothy Clark. Louis Leonard married Alice. Clifford Francis 
married Viola Pfaff. Thelma Sybil married Norman Nelson. Burdette John married 
Henrietta Lovelace, and then Edith Victoria Aspen. After Harry's death, she remarried 
Charles and had David Ebenezer Peake, who married Dorothy Hart. Harry Sherer decided 
that everyone in his household should have Sherer as their surname. Therefore, all my 
fathers records, school, medical, social, marriage certificate and business records have 
this identifying name. 
 
 
My father, Fred, married my mother, Richartena Anna Johanna Willie Clark Sherer, and 
had eight children. After Charles Frederick was born, Tena took him to be baptized at the 
Lutheran Church in Cass Lake, MN. This was shortly after the government stopped 
paying bounty for scalps of Indian men, women and children. The Government had put a 
price on the scalps of all Indians. In small town USA, people still clung to these practices. 
People could not kill another person, but they could kill a savage who did not have a soul. 
Ignorance was rampant in small towns. In 1934, the Lutheran pastor told Tena that 
Indians do not have souls, so he does not baptize Indians. She was devastated. This 
colored the lives of all the subsequent children. Charles could not be buried in a Christian 
Cemetery because he was not baptized. Therefore Charles was buried along the railroad 
tracks in Bena Minnesota. This was devastating for my mother and clouded the lives of 
all her children. Eight children of Fred and Tena: Richard Dale, Charles William (died 
when he was 18 months old), Betty Louise, Kathryn Marie, Carol Jean, Thelma June, 
Russell Sydney, and Frederick Louis. 
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My father died in 1991. What happened next is out of a horror story. History repeated! 
Fred could not be buried because he did not have a valid birth certificate or adoption 
records. After conversing with the BIA, finally after much haggling, everything was 
cleared up and he could be buried. Fred's stepfather never adopted him. He grew up with 
his step father's surname. Another trauma for my mother. All Fred's records are under his 
stepfather's surname. All my records and my siblings' records are under the stepfathers 
surname, my children were born with the wrong surname. With all this confusion, who 
am I? 
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Story 42 
 
My name is Kay and I grew up on the reservation in Red Cliff, Wisconsin. We call it 
Misk-wabekong. I am the tenth of eighteen children - 10 sisters and 7 brothers. My 
mother attended boarding school at Haskell, in Lawrence, Kansas. My dad served in the 
Armed Forces and was a lumberjack most of his life. My dad was alcoholic and abusive - 
our home life was filled with fear. He beat up my mom, broke things in the house, and 
threatened my mom with guns or burning down the house. We often hid in the chicken 
coop or ran in the woods until he passed out. During the times he was "on the wagon", he 
was even more rigid. My family was devout Christian and I attended Catholic school for 
8 years. Our community was also christianized and I didn't learn who I was as an Indian 
person until my early twenties. Growing up, abused by the Catholic nuns. Non-Indian 
students were treated better. I knew it was because I was "less than," but I was never told 
anything more. Fear was the biggest part of my life. My mom divorced my dad when I 
was 15 years old and we moved from the reservation to Superior, Wisconsin. It was very 
much culture shock. I didn't know how to socialize, I talked and looked differently than 
my non-Indian peers and I felt didn't fit in. Once, I froze my ears walking the 20 blocks 
to school in the winter because I didn't know how to take a bus and I was afraid to ask 
because I would look dumb. I ended up with the wrong crowd, drinking and fighting and 
going to jail. I was sent to foster homes and ultimately, to a reform school. At the age of 
17, I decided I needed to straighten out my life and I took advantage of this opportunity at 
reform school. I graduated while there and returned home after 6 months. Shortly 
thereafter, at the age of 18, I had a son. Despite my best efforts,I struggled with alcohol 
and drugs over the next 5 to 6 years. I didn't know who I was or how to live my life. I did 
my best to raise my son. I started learning about my Indian-ness in my twenties when I 
married an Indian man who started teaching me about our history and I began to 
understand why I was discriminated against. I then began learning everything I could. I 
was not happy in my marriage but during this time, I continued learning and participated 
in ceremonies whenever I could. I also learned some of our Anishinaabe language. 
Throughout my marriage, I struggled with alcohol and drugs during times of stress. A 
year after my mom died, in 1992, I felt like I hit my bottom and I went to in-patient 
treatment. I did not know this would be such a beautiful new beginning. Three years later, 
I went back and attended school to become a Drug and Alcohol Counselor. It took me 
years to finally accept myself in a positive way - about who and what I am. I learned my 
experience on the long road of addiction had been passed down through my family. I 
learned that the violence, chaos and anger was also  part of the "historical trauma" 
suffered by our people through many generations. I was able to understand how the 
punishments I experienced by the Catholic nuns contributed to my feelings of low self-
esteem. When I left the Catholic church and began practicing my traditional ways, I got 
an Indian spirit name, went to my spiritual elders for guidance, and attended sweat lodge 
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ceremonies regularly. I became a jingle dress dancer and I received a pipe from my elder. 
I have been able to change my life by learning who I am. I am a mother, an aunt, a sister, 
a teacher, a counselor. I am beginning my fourth hill of life preparing to be an elder. I am 
Ogitchidawh Kwe, "Warrior Woman.'' 
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Story 43 
 
My parents are both from the same reservation and both sides of my family grew up 
together. My mom has 10 brothers and sisters, and my dad has 7 brothers and sisters. So, 
I come from a big family where everyone knows everyone else. My mom and dad had me 
and my younger brother Cameron before they got divorced. We were very young, I was 
probably 3 or 4, and don't remember my parents ever being together. My mom had 
another son when I was 10, his name is Michael. That same year, my dad had a son 
named Clinton, Jr, but we all call him Duke. A few years later, my mom had another son 
named Shamus, and not long after that my sister, named Hannah. So I am the oldest with 
4 brothers and 1 sister. My dad re-married, but is no longer with my step-mom Lisa, 
however, we are still close with her. My mom is now married to my uncle! She married 
my dad's younger brother, several years after all my siblings were born. We knew my 
uncle growing up, but he wasn't around that often, so it's nice to have a better relationship 
with him now. I lived with my mother and saw my dad in the summers and on some 
holidays. My brother Cameron did live with my dad for a few years and then came back 
to live with us. I'm close to all my siblings and have good relationships with them, even if 
we disagree on some things. As their older sister, I grew up taking care of them. I feel 
like I fulfill that role.  I am also a mother to two teenage daughters, Sita age 17 and Grace 
age 15. We are very close and I am glad that I haven't had too much trouble with them 
(haha), they are pretty good girls. I have been with my husband for 19 years and married 
for 9 of those years. 
  
I was born in Eagle Butte, SD. I lived there until I was around 4 years old. My mother 
then moved to Spearfish, SD for college. We lived there until 6th grade and then moved 
to Rapid City, SD where I lived until I graduated high school. Living in Rapid City was 
filled with a lot of racism and separation. It was generally the Indians vs Whites scenario 
there. It was also the rez indians vs the city indians.  I was involved in everything Native 
in school and outside of school. My mom was the director of the Youth Leadership 
Program, which was an after school cultural program that ran out of the Mother Butler 
Center. The center is connected to St Isaac Jogues Church, which is a catholic church that 
has a close Lakota connection. We lived very close to there in the "ABC apartments,” 
which were low income housing on the North side of Rapid, the so-called bad side of 
town. I think due to where I lived, the schools I attended, and the program my mom ran, 
all I knew and hung out with were Native youth like myself. Most members of my 
extended family had graduated highschool and college, so I felt the need and had the 
motivation to live up to that expectation. Therefore, I was a very good student, meaning I 
also dealt with being teased for acting white or being an apple, although I was a fancy 
shawl and hoop dancer and represented Native youth in all different kinds of groups. Just 
one of those examples of that lateral hate that is still in existence.  
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When I moved to Minneapolis for school in the fall of ‘97, it was quite a shock. Not only 
because the city was huge compared to Rapid, but I never knew how many different 
Native's there were. I was used to Lakota's and that's it. We had our own tribal rivalries in 
SD, like Pine Ridgers, Rosebudders, that kind of thing. But here at the University, I of 
course immediately connected with the American Indian Learning Resource Center, I 
saw and met so many other tribes. Also the narrative of Indians are poor that I always 
grew up with was flipped here. I didn't really know what percap was. I had one friend 
who was Sac & Fox that got money in high school, but I didn't know what it meant or 
how she got it. When I got here, everyone thought Natives were cashy! Turns out the 
casinos provided pretty high per cap to those tribal members, so everyone assumed that 
all natives got that money too. That was crazy to me. I lived in the dorms my first 2 years 
in college and that really was a great experience, it kept me involved in all the cultural 
activities that were part of the LRC and also made me closer to all my new Native 
friends. It also allowed me to make new friends from all different cultures and 
backgrounds and that was really cool, from their spiritual belief systems to their foods. I 
moved here full time in 1999 and lived with friends, until I met my husband.  I was still 
in school and still participated in cultural events around the city. After living in the cities 
longer than just for school, I realized how many Natives lived in this community and just 
became a part of it. It made me proud of my culture having so many of us here and being 
able to be a community in such a huge place due to that connection of just being Us. I 
created my own little family of friends here in the cities and then of course my own 
family with my daughters and husband. 
  
All of my grandparents went to some form of boarding school, except for my maternal 
Grandpa who is Mexican. I had a particular interest in my maternal grandma's boarding 
school experience and did my senior paper in college on her time there. She was sent to a 
Catholic mission boarding school, rather than a government school. Her dad had gone to 
Carlisle which also sparked interest. Because of her boarding school upbringing, my 
grandma was Catholic and raised her children as such. Although there are many negative 
stories regarding the boarding school era, my grandma had a different perspective. Not to 
say that nothing negative happened there. Her younger sister died of tuberculosis there. 
She would tell us stories about the nuns and her other friends that we were there, 
including my relatives from my dad's side of the family. Escape stories, funny stories, 
sports stories and sad stories too. Culturally, being Lakota just was how it was. My 
family all lived on the reservation but there wasn't a lot of the Lakota culture being 
practiced per say. Especially because at the time it was not legal. My grandpa was 
Mexican and catholic as well, so they attended church weekly. As I was growing up, I 
feel like both sides of our culture started to emerge more and more. We got back into the 
basics and now, many of us have learned a lot and participate in and live our lives that 
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way. I feel that my story is similar to a lot of people in my generation, having had our 
parents grow up in a "activist" era, trying to get our ways back, and then our grandparents 
being forced out of their culture and our great-grandparents being the first generation that 
was part of that "kill the Indian, save the man" narrative. It makes sense to me that I grew 
up the way I did.  Now-a-days being Native is a prideful thing for many. We've all been 
in that scenario where there's a large group of people and you seek out the other natives. 
"Where you from? Oh yeah, I know a guy from there. He's my cousin, or yep, I know that 
guy too." The fact that we have that connection is really cool to me. It's actually kind of 
comforting at times. Like in a space where we know no one, we can immediately make a 
connection and just feel better. 
 
My grandmother had a set of twin brothers. They were called Pinky and Bluie because of 
the blankets they were wrapped in when they were born. Their real names were Albert 
and Arthur respectively. My uncle Bluie went MIA in Korea during the war. So my 
grandma lost a baby brother. When my mom was in high school, her younger brother 
died. It was determined a suicide, but there are circumstances that make our family doubt 
that. So, my mom lost a baby brother. My little brother Shamus was diagnosed with type 
1 diabetes when he was 5 years old. He dealt with it, until he couldn't anymore and he 
passed away when he was 21 years old. So I also lost a baby brother. It has been really 
hard for all us to deal with these experiences but we are very strong as a family and have 
always come together to support one another when these things happen. It's not just a loss 
of a baby brother, it's a loss of a son, an uncle, a cousin, a nephew, whatever the 
connection is, it's family. So that to me has probably been one of the most significant 
shared experiences for my family. Something really amazing is that my Uncle Bluie's 
remains were found and returned home 59 years after the war. He is now buried next to 
my Uncle Pinky in Whitehorse, SD, where the rest of my maternal family is buried. It 
was a very emotional time and a very healing time for many. I am proud to be from my 
family and am thankful to be a part of such a close one when I know that there are so 
many others who don’t have that.  
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Story 44 
 
My mother’s parents were French Canadian, Irish and German. My father's father is from 
the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa. My father’s mother was French Canadian and 
grew up on a small farm outside of Dayton, Minnesota. My paternal grandmother 
delivered my father in 1925 and gave him to her mother, Emily, who was only able to 
care for him for the first two and half months of  life and brought my father to the city 
where he was placed in an infant orphanage in Saint Paul. At the age two and half, my 
father was transferred to a larger orphanage in Minneapolis where he lived for the next 13 
and half years and experienced severe physical, emotional and sexual abuse. My father 
was so strong and resilient, always seeing the glass half full with his life experiences. My 
father would begin his own healing journey in his sixties. My father was taken from the 
orphanage at the age of 15 years, and lived in a family setting for the next two years. 
When my parents decided to marry, my mother’s family did not want my mother to 
marry my father. I was born in 1953, on the west side of Saint Paul, Minnesota, the oldest 
of 7 children. My father had served in World War II, and was now drafted in the Korean 
war and was not present for my birth. My mother and I lived with my maternal 
grandparents for the first 16 months of my life. My mother and I moved to Washington, 
D.C. in 1954 to join my father. We lived there till 1957, and then moved to an Army base 
in Landstuhl, Germany. During the time in Germany, there were still bombed buildings 
left and bullet shells in the ground from World War II and we would dig them up and 
play amongst the bombed buildings. I was sexually molested while living on the military 
base and that began to have a negative impact on my behavior as an adolescent. My 
family returned to Saint Paul, Minnesota in 1962, and this was the first time I saw 
segregation. On the military base we all lived as one. My father was not connected to his 
Native American culture, therefore it was not practiced in my home growing up, but my 
parents instilled that we had a responsibility to stand up and make changes for human 
rights through their example. My mother had severe anxiety, which caused her to not 
want to leave the house at times and I became her right hand at home by the age of 7 
years. I have great admiration for her being able to find the strength each day to get up 
and start a new day. Not fitting in either culture was hard as a teenager and a young adult 
with no sense of belonging in either world. I began to practice my culture when I started 
my own healing journey at the age of 34 years, after being diagnosed with lupus and 
leaving a marriage that was filled with domestic violence. Western medicine was not able 
to make me well. I began to meet women in the community and they became my sisters. 
They offered me love, friendship and a safe place to begin my healing journey. They 
brought me to ceremony and taught me cultural practices that healed me physically, 
emotionally, spiritually and mentally. Without these lifeways I may not have lived. An 
old spirit visited me and showed me how to weave ribbon and make a dress for dancing, 
which became part of my medicine. My two sons were my greatest teachers, they taught 
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me unconditional love and the sacredness of life. They also started their own healing 
journeys, one through dance and the other through music. I remarried and our family 
grew with another son, and daughter and eight grandchildren. For 28 years I have worked 
for the community. The experience has given me gifts beyond measure and I am humbled 
to be of service. Prevention and healing is in our culture and our traditional lifeways. 
Through returning to our teachings and ceremonies, my life was brought into balance and 
I began to come back into my body after being fragmented from abuse. Life is a healing 
journey with many lessons of beauty and pain. We are fully supported by the spirits that 
guide us each day, our ancestors and those that walk beside us in this life. During each 
phase, new sisters come into my life bringing support, love and compassion. I belong to a 
women's drum group, the Ogichida Kwe council. Learning the language through songs 
has been transforming. We are a manifestation of a dream from the beginning of time. In 
doing our own healing work we are healing ourselves, our ancestors and the future - the 
string of lives. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 264 

Story 45 
 
My Mother Lois Marie Roy was born in 1936 on the White Earth Nation reservation 
located in the upper northwest section of Minnesota. My grandmother Mary told me once 
that her daughter was a kind and generous person throughout her life and loved others 
unconditionally. She was tall and thin in high school with long black braids. She wore 
black horn rimmed glasses. She and her brother, Marty, spent time wrestling in the house 
much to the chagrin of their other three siblings. My mother was two years older than 
Marty so she won all the battles until he was big enough to start winning. Lois gave up 
wrestling with him then. Mom initially attended the small village school near her home in 
Nau-tau-waush, which translates from Ojibwe to English “as the eagle soars.” She 
excelled in her classes especially math and science and she decided she would like to 
attend nursing school after high school graduation. Following middle school, mom went 
to the high school in the small town of Mahnomen, Minnesota. She was bullied and 
harassed for being Native by the caucasian students and she sank into a deep depression. 
Mom would sleep all weekend at the end of the school weeks. My grandpa and grandma 
were very concerned about her melancholy as it was called back then. My mom’s teacher, 
Ms. Goodwin, said she was smart and a capable student, but she wasn’t earning good 
grades due to the bullying. She acted as an advocate for my mom, but with little success, 
as bullying was hard to break in a town with institutional racism taught to children from 
their parents and families. 
  
My grandmother heard of a Native boarding school in Lawrence, Kansas, called the 
Haskell Institute. She sent a letter to the school applying for admission for my mother and 
she was accepted. Her best friend, Ellie Mae Robinson, also attended the school and my 
mother was less lonely with Ellie there, as she missed her family and they were too poor 
to have Lois take trips back to the reservation. Mom completed calculus, anatomy,  
physiology, and chemistry to prepare for nursing school and her grades went from a 2.0 
average to a 4.0 grade point average while attending Haskell. She graduated in 1953 and 
went on to St. Francis School of Nursing in Breckinridge, Minnesota. Mom became a 
nurse after the three year program and practiced in Portland, Duluth, Rochester, and 
White Earth before moving to Minneapolis and working at Abbott Northwestern 
Hospital. In 1959, Lois met her future husband when she went into his hardware store to 
buy a light bulb. They had a whirlwind romance and eloped after a year of dating to 
Davenport, Iowa. My mom and dad raised four children together. She divorced him after 
22 years because he had untreated bipolar disorder, and that was overwhelming to her. 
But they remained close friends until his death in 1994 from lung cancer. 
  
I grew up in Minneapolis but visited my reservation often and worked with my Medicine 
Man and spiritual advisor throughout my growing years and at present. I am active in the 
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Twin Cities Native community as well. I love my culture and Native people, traditions, 
and spiritual practices. My mom and dad and us four kids spent time on the reservation 
learning cultural practices and traditions: going to pow wows, hunting, maple syrup 
gathering in the sugar bush, picking fruit to make jams, wild ricing, and sweat lodges and 
ceremonies. I would like to learn my Ojibwe language to preserve it within the culture. I 
am very close to my brother John, who I live with and we share American Indian cultural 
activities such as daily laying of tobacco to open our prayers to the Creator and spirit 
world. We also smudge ourselves and our home daily with sage for purification of 
ourselves and our home. My mother talked about how her father and aunts and uncles 
were taken from White Earth and put into government boarding schools where they were 
stripped of their language, had their hair cut, and were dressed in clothes that the 
Caucasian colonists wore. She said that many of her aunts and uncles were beaten and 
sexually abused by the nuns and priests. Two of the ancestors died in the Carlyle school 
and their bodies were not returned to the reservation and were not buried in their Native 
homeland. She was tearful and sad when she talked about the government boarding 
schools. I've experienced some survivors trauma and guilt for the suffering of my 
ancestors. I can’t believe the way they were treated and never seeing the Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder they must have suffered from but never talked about. My mom was 
diagnosed with Parkinson’s Disease in 2012. She became progressively ill from the 
illness until she passed away in August of 2018. I lost my best friend and the most 
gracious and kind woman I have ever known. Words cannot touch the grief I feel since 
her loss. But as Black Elk said, “There is no death only change of worlds,”  and I will 
meet my mother again on the other side. We held my mother’s funeral with drummers 
and singers who performed her traveling song. We also laid down tobacco to open the 
spirit world for prayers for my mother, smudged ourselves and her urn, and burned 
sweetgrass. I will miss my mother everyday and my favorite season was fall when she 
was in it. 
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Story 46 
 
I was born in Blue Island, Illinois in 1973. My parents moved to Minnesota when I was 4 
years old. They then divorced. We struggled for a little while as my mom raised myself, 
and my 2 older brothers Sean and Scott. My grandmother, Carol Cloke, passed away 
when I was 13 years old from cancer. I remember my mother mourning her. I loved to 
sing from a very young age of 6, and began taking voice lessons at age nine. I was the 
first one to graduate highschool in my whole family, and graduated from the rudy perpich 
center for arts education in 1991. Throughout my senior year my brother was serving a 15 
year bid for armed robbery and attempted murder in Oak Park heights. I was excited 
however to sing the national anthem at the very first game that the timberwolves won at 
the metrodome when I was 17. My mother Joyce Lee Doyle passed away in 1992 from 
breast cancer. My father, Stanley Doyle, was never there, and to my knowledge he was a 
preacher who played saxophone. I found him, and went to meet him in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. It turned out to be a terrible experience. and all I know is he passed away 
in 2005. I was 19 years old, and turned to alcohol, and drugs to kill my pain, and loss, and 
to give me courage to deal with the world head on alone. I sang with bands, and toured all 
over the world from Korea to Canada, and every state in the U.S. I became an 
international recording artist with the grammy award winning group, The sounds of 
blackness. We toured Japan, London, martinique, and many venues in the states. We 
were on Jay Leno, Jenny Jones, Soul Train, Vibe, the Patti La Belle show out all night, 
and won a world peace award. I recorded and sang the lead vocals on a song I wrote 
about my mom called rainbow on their Reconciliation album. I began to drink heavier, 
and went from 5 star hotels, and Park Avenue to sleeping on park benches, and under 
bridges. I held a sign for money to support my habit, I struggled through over 30 
treatments, and over 100 detoxes, and was arrested countless times for trespassing, theft, 
and other crimes. I blacked out nearly every day, and passed out alot, and was in danger. 
  
Growing up I never fit in, I was tri racial, but looked white. Didn't fit in with whites, 
blacks or natives. So I was called a wanna be, an apple, and a honky. We moved 
constantly, so went from Illinois to Minnesota, the projects on the northside of 
Minneapolis, to Brooklyn Center, to Saint Francis then back to Brooklyn Center, and I 
became a chameleon. I participated in singing, dancing, cheerleading, track, art, and 
theatre. I thought what I did made me who I am. My only goal in life was to be famous. 
My mom was a strong, independent woman who never graduated high school yet became 
a social worker for Hennepin county, and worked at the government center for 13 years! 
She raised me, and my 2 older brothers all by herself. I have a lot of respect for Cheryle 
Secola, or Turtle woman from the east. I have 2 beautiful Godparents, Bruce Lehrer who 
is an architect, and Laurie Moser who has given me support, and nurturing that I 
desperately needed. I look up to my elder, Del, who is 48 years sober. My best friend, and 
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the man I call dad is Bart Riney. He is 16 years sober, and is my rock. He's really 
changed his life considering he used to drink with me, and be the biggest dealer on the 
west bank. My biggest role models are my two beautiful children Harmony Joy Frierson 
and Rythm Lee Doyle. They have suffered tremendously throughout my addiction, and I 
am working very hard to regain their trust. Bless their caregivers who are raising them. 
Carol Troy, my son’s grandmother and Terrence Oneil Frierson, my daughter’s father. I 
started becoming culturally educated when I went to Four Winds treatment center when I 
was 39 years old. I got my indian name, “One woman standing.” I was taught by elders 
how to pray, put out tobacco, and to honor the four directions. I participated in sweat 
lodges by being the fire keeper, and helped prepare feast. I learned how to bead, and 
make dream catchers. I learned the significance of the medicine wheel, and participated 
in a grief ceremony. I made my son’s first grass dance outfit by hand. This has truly 
enriched my life. I felt the drums beating in my heart, and all the way to my soul at my 
first powwow. I felt like I was coming home for the first time.  
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Story 47 
 
My name is Michael Joseph Norcross. I was born at a place called Regions Hospital in St 
Paul, Minnesota. The story I’m going to share with you today is one of tragedy, identity, 
and destiny. This story is about my not being enrolled in any tribe, but going on a great 
odyssey coming across a token that seals the identity deal and is beyond treasured and 
priceless. It all starts with what I like to call the great tragedy. My grandmother commited 
suicide when my mother was only 9 years old, after a domestic incident, and that is when 
my mother was taken into a non-native foster home for the rest of her youth. My early 
childhood was just a “chip off the old block” St. Paul lifestyle - naturally, there was zero 
exposure to anything cultural, ceremonial, or spiritual. Living in Frogtown in the 90’s, 
which was a predominantly black neighborhood, I noticed that we were different, but 
what were we? Were we hispanic? As time went on, I met my grandfather, he would 
always be playing cribbage with his friends, drinking beers, and always shouting an 
expression, “Ho-Wah!” I finally got the hint after seeing so many native friends and 
family coming around shouting, “ho-wah,” that we weren’t in fact mexican, we weren’t 
black, but we were American Indian. The rest of my childhood and adolescence was very 
bland, alcohol use was abundant every which way I went. Other than school, alcohol and 
drugs and all the troublemaking that came with it, my teen years wasn’t much of a story. 
Somewhere along the way, I found myself watching Dances with Wolves in a foster 
home of my own. It was right then and there I knew my “American Indian-ness” needed 
a cultural boost, for the sake of my health and family’s overall functional ability. I was 
smart enough to know that all the troublemaking and boozing and drugs were simply me 
expressing my discontent and concern about past traumas and how everyone collectively 
decided to deal with it so unhealthily. Most of the youth in my family were in and out of 
detention centers. In hindsight, I could see there was a strong, strong stigma that made 
severe alcoholism and trouble-making normalized and okay for it to exist throughout our 
homes and our community. It opened up a chapter in my life that I like to call “the 
healing song” which continues to this day and unto my children someday, ultimately 
reversing the vicsious cycle of suicide, alcoholism, violence, stigma and drug abuse. 
Subconsciously, I always knew I would be on some kind of cultural preservation mission, 
but it was hard because the main elders I had to teach me were gone, my grandfather and 
grandmother. So I had to start from scratch. 
  
My grandmother’s name was Ramona Columbus, she was a full-blood Dakota woman 
from the Lower Sioux Community. Her father was Tom Columbus, and her mother was 
Ealenor St Clair. The Columbus name is what the family decided to call themselves 
because they were the first family to settle in the area after the treaty of mendota in 1851. 
My grandfather’s name was Victor “Ronnie-bob” Norcross, he was a full-blood Ojibwe 
man from the White Earth Nation, the Norcross’s are mainly concentrated in the town of 
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Ponsford and Pine Point and are related to some Rocks and Bigbears. As a Junior his 
father's name was also named Victor Ronald Norcross, and his mother's name was 
Dorothy. Amidst all the troublemaking, drugs, alcohol, and stigma, I learned how to sing 
when I was 14. Not knowing it would develop into the most impactful component of my 
identity spirituality and greater healing journey. This was in a place called Little Earth, 
which is an urban native community in South Minneapolis. The man who had introduced 
the art of drum and song to me was the late Eugene Redday Sr. I was on some kind of a 
semi-homeless wandering journey, and had been taken in by him and his family. He was 
mostly blind and had been singing in the living room. Kids were singing along and he 
looked across the room to where I was and said, “Sing!”. Being respectful to his request, 
I raised my voice for the first time, and it sounded very hoarse and unpleasant. I knew I 
had some practice to do. In a basement, I put on an old midnite express CD and learned 
all the songs and sang aloud to myself, which was a great learning process. Many pow-
wows with Eugene Redday Sr. and his sons had done the trick, since I was able to 
critique my voice and learn a great deal of songs. With singing there are two departments, 
the pow-wow department and the ceremonial department, each one with it’s own 
umbrellas of categories, types of songs and appropriate times and places to render each. I 
found this out during my first sweat lodge, when I was 15. They said we would need 
shorts and a towel. I had neither, but I was so excited that I went in with my jeans on. I 
said, “I absolutely have to do this.” Boy did that metal button on the jeans sure get hot. 
Naturally, all the songs stuck to me like glue. I was eager to learn as much as I could. I 
found my growing ability to sing appropriate songs upon request very rewarding. 
  
When I was 19, I was homeless and drifting at the Lower Sioux Pow-wow. This is an age 
when other enrollees from the tribe get up to one-hundred and fifty thousand dollars in 
their trust fund. Calling every high school I could, they had all said I was 19 and couldn't 
go back to finish high school. The last school I attended was Red Lake High School, in 
northern Minnesota and I did not complete 11th grade. Hopeless and ready to give up, I 
had a friend named “Negoni” that wanted to walk to the store. After telling them my 
situation, the girl he was with said, “Why don’t you go to an indian school? They can 
possibly accept you and you get to live in a dorm for free with free meals.” This seemed 
only fantasy to me, being homeless and hopeless. She wrote down the four boarding 
schools for me on a piece of paper: Riverside Indian School, in Oklahoma, Chemawa 
Indian School, in Oregon, Sherman Indian School, in California, and Flandreau Indian 
School, in South Dakota. The girl said, “Apply as soon as you can - like, this week.” I 
immediately took the paper to a library, googled each school, and printed out the 
applications. An immediate black cloud of hopelessness and extreme despair came over 
me when I saw the checklists required for each application. Every single requirement, I 
did not have. I only had about three months before the school was going to start with or 
without me. I did not have tribal enrollment, a copy of birth certificate, a copy of social 
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security card, a copy of parent’s enrollment, a copy of updated physical examination, a 
copy of updated immunizations record, and copy of an up-to-date school transcript. These 
were all things that seemed impossible to get in the little time I had. First, I had to go to 
jail, because I had a warrant for petty theft from a liquor store. I was not going to turn in 
my applications while having a warrant because I was afraid they could look it up and 
decline me immediately. My goal was to get accepted. When I was in jail for a week, I 
made a game plan. I was going to knock out the checklist day by day and get the 
applications mailed off as soon as possible.  
 
The week I was released from jail, I went to a clinic to get updated on my immunizations 
and physical. I called the registrars for each school and each said better hurry. The next 
thing I did was called Red Lake High School and request for them to fax my most recent 
transcript, from the 11th grade when I dropped out. The applications said that if you’re 
not enrolled in a tribe then you must have a CIB, which was a certificate of Indian Blood. 
This was my next immediate step. I went to White Earth urban office to have them look 
up my grandfather’s name and verify everything, but they said, “We know you meet 
blood requirements, but unfortunately, the papers say you do not, because in the early 
1900’s full-bloods had to lie and say they weren’t full-blood in order to get a specific 
housing or land allotments - this is called the Nelson Act.” Even though my grandfather’s 
father was a full blood he had to say he was less than 100% in order to get these land 
plots assigned to them. This was very angering to be asked to leave the White Earth 
urban office with them saying they couldn’t do anything for me in my desperation. 
Giving up already, my last hope was one place - Lower Sioux Indian Community. Soon 
enough I found myself catching a ride there, and next thing you know I was in the 
enrollment office. They gave me a similar run-around, thinking I was trying to get 
enrolled, they said I needed to do a two-year residency, and after that get voted on, which 
isn’t a guarantee. I said, “Look, I don’t care about your enrollment or about your money, 
I need what’s called a ‘CIB’ in hopes that I can finish high school, and I'll make a life for 
myself thereafter.” They made an official CIB for me stating that I met blood 
requirements to be enrolled in the tribe and that my mother was an enrollee. Meanwhile, I 
stopped by my mother’s house to get a copy of her rez ID to have as many things as I 
could. She said at the time, “It’ll be on the porch, I don't want to see you.” I took it 
nevertheless, who knows why she didn’t want to help. I figured it’s deeper than what I’m 
trying to accomplish. I chose not to engage in the neverending feud. I had everything 
notarized at the local courthouse, even the immunizations. This is how desperate I was to 
get accepted to any school. 
 
 I went back to Minneapolis to get copies of my birth certificate and social security card 
and to mail all the applications off. Time was running out. I was at a severe point of 
giving up when I went to the social security place and they said that I couldn't get my 
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social security card unless I had a copy of my birth certificate. Then, the birth certificate 
place said the same thing: that I couldn’t get my birth certificate unless I had a copy of 
my social security card, neither of which I had. I surrendered and gave up, I came to grips 
with myself that I wouldn’t be finishing high school, and I would continue life the way it 
was. I was totally depressed. I found myself at the American Indian Center in 
Minneapolis. An army recruiter was there, near what was the wolves' den cafe at the time 
- Sergeant Labatte. I told him, “Well I wish I could enlist into the army, but I can’t even 
finish high school.” I told him the whole story. He replied, “Well guess what, I’m a 
federal employee, and I can sign off on your birth certificate.” He said, “Meet me 
Monday, and we’ll go over and handle it.” Time was almost up, but I figured what the 
heck - let’s try it out, and if it doesn't work then I don’t care anymore. It was now July 
2011. Sergeant Labatte signed off on my birth certificate, in the middle of the week, and I 
finalized all four of the applications and mailed them off. Attached to each was a pity-
party letter explaining my entire situation. Now, it was the waiting game. I wandered 
around Minneapolis for the time being, until I found out the results. All of the boarding 
schools declined my application - except for one. Uncle Joe, my mentor and the man who 
took me in when homeless, messaged me and said I  had a letter. I traveled to Granite 
Falls to retrieve it. It was an acceptance letter and travel itinerary from Sherman Indian 
High School in Riverside, California. I felt a true relief and happiness, something that 
was foreign to me in those times. Sherman said that they could fast-track my curriculum 
so I could graduate on time with everyone else. 
  
I flew to California on August 18th, 2011, and experienced what it was like to be a 
student at Sherman Indian High School. It was the most magical place I'd ever been. 
There was a sign there that said, “Arrive as strangers, leave as family,” and it was true. 
Everyday was an awesome experience there, we sang and danced and did cultural things. 
I even met my fiance there, whom I'm still with to this day. She’s White Mountain 
Apache. I met people from different tribes there and we all graduated. It was a miracle. 
There were free meals and a bed, which was better than church basements and homeless 
shelter mats at the time. I was a super senior and was 20 years old when I graduated from 
Sherman Indian High School. Towards the end of the school year, a teacher who knew I 
was a singer, Mr. Hathaway, gifted me a hand drum. He was somebody I could always 
talk to. Ninety percent of the student body would probably say he’s their favorite teacher 
year after year. He said that the hand drum was sitting on his wall in the school and was 
made by a young lady ten years before that in a workshop there. Knowing there were so 
many tribes in the school - all the way from Mississippi to Alaska, and everywhere in 
between, we could never pinpoint what she was. The drum was nicely made, and sure 
enough her original pencil initials were on it, “SP, '' in another section of the drum in 
pencil it says, “Sam,” which  leads me to believe her name was Samantha. I hope to 
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maybe reach her someday and let her know how special of a drum she had made, and to 
say thank you very much to her and Mr. Hathaway alike.  
 
After I graduated and came back to Minnesota I had let a brother borrow the drum. Years 
later, I realized the significance and importance of the drum and asked for it back. This 
particular drum tells a story, not only mine, but the person who made it. It also tells a 
story of Sherman Indian School, which was once Sherman Institute, where culture was 
once stripped, beaten and whipped out of children. The drum is many things - along with 
a symbol of cultural preservation and healing, wounds of today, yesteryear, and hundreds 
of years in the past, not only in my life but for all people who went to Sherman Indian 
School historically. It’s no different than all other drums that can revitalize and reshape 
one's foundation of identity and spiritual essence and healing. I just wanted to be a part of 
something in this life, a tribeless, homeless person that was granted acceptance, and out 
of it came this drum. Even though I didn't get the big money from Lower Sioux, this 
drum feels like a million dollars. If the house burned down, the one thing I would grab is 
this drum. Even though I was asked to leave White Earth urban office, I still hum Ojibwe 
tunes. This drum is my indianness, my enrollment, my identity. It ensures my healing in 
my family, it ensures my tribal identity, it ensures my happiness and spirituality in a 
world where even spiritually seems hierarchical now. This is a true testimony to how a 
drum could make a person feel whole. This drum is all I need, the colonial idea of blood 
quantum and the hierarchical idea of who is indian and who’s not, has been a battle for 
me, but this drum is a trophy and a victory. It makes me feel like I'm a part of something 
and most importantly a part of the Sherman family, the wonderful magical place with 
palm trees and destiny. The place who accepted a wretch like me when no one else 
would, I’m forever in gratitude. In a world where I'm technically not even Native 
American, I received this miraculous token. Whatever this drum may mean to me, there 
is no doubt that it’s a story of true resilience and fortitude that can only be Indigenous. 
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Story 48 
 
I am close with my family, which consists of my mom, dad, and brother. We are from the 
Lower Brule Tribe of South Dakota and have strong Lakota ties. A lot of my family are 
Lakota and we are strong people. We stick together like a coyote pack and have faced a 
lot but are still overcoming things to this day. I have lived in the Dakotas and Minnesota. 
I used to live in the Black Hills which is a sacred spot for my people. I am proud to live 
where my people used to live and as I learn and get to know information on my past it 
makes it that much better to visit culturally significant places and areas. Since I was 
young I can remember attending pow wows and historical sites all over the Plains. We 
are open to talk about culture and not forgetting it. Most of it affected me in a positive 
way and we are not afraid to talk about it. In my eyes the trickster (coyote) and my 
people have a similar relationship. For years the U.S. government spent funding and 
supplies on wiping out coyotes to try and eliminate them from the wild. The same way 
they took out wolves, bears, and many bison herds can be lined up with the way they 
tried to wipe out Native culture. For years the extermination went on but as my people 
survived, so did the coyote. I may not have lived in the most difficult time for my people 
but I still read, see and experience things that affect our communities. 
 
I can point to my family ties as to why I am strong and why our cultural values have held 
together for so long. You can try and take the wild out of a horse for only so long because 
the fight always comes back stronger. No matter what force or government action came 
face to face with my tribe, we have always held strong to our cultural ways as much as 
we could. Same with ole coyote, the harder the government hit, the more widespread and 
larger the pup liter became. I have always believed without my family or past events, 
things would be forgotten. When you have a long, significant historical past you have 
more to be proud of. Lakota families are strong and on my moms side they are also big. 
There are a lot of relatives in the family like a pack. My close and immediate family is 
what I know most and they are the strongest. Wolf and coyote packs are only as strong as 
their weakest members are so they are in tip-top shape. Nobody is left behind. The 
strongest members of the pack stay behind and make sure everyone is keeping up. 
My family does a lot together. We travel, go to events, hike, and as of now live together. 
I have learned a lot from my mom and still am to this day about life and culture. I try to 
follow as closely as possible so I don’t miss a beat. I went to college one year with my 
brother but he is currently in Wisconsin finishing his degree. Every now and then he 
comes back, just as coyote families will come and go. Coyotes can either live alone or 
head back to family groups when food is scarce, like in the winter. My dad takes me 
hiking, to parks and pow wows which we still attend to this day. Coyotes interact with 
each other and families may grow. I have Shelby in my life now, and I teach her as much 
about my tribe and culture as I can and she is willing to learn about them. Someday I 
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wish to have a family so my culture and story can go on. I am a direct descendant of 
Meriwether Lewis, and I am proud of that and want my story and his to go on also. 
After all these years my tribe and my family are still going strong. We have persisted and 
survived government onslaught as did the coyote. You are as strong as your family is and 
we are powerful. 
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Story 49 
 
My mother and grandmother were the ones who raised me until my grandmother's 
passing when I was six-years-old. They set the example of what it means to be a healthy, 
sober Anishinaabe person. My grandmother was active in traditional Anishinaabe 
spirituality and culture and was the first to bring me around our ceremonies and spiritual 
activities. After she passed, my mother insisted on my staying close to the drum and 
assuming a role as a singer in my community. I also have to acknowledge my wife 
Krysten - in Ojibwe we say ‘niwiiw,’ but for my wife I have to say, “Niwiiw!!” and also 
my children: Niizhoo, Preston, Lexie, and Lenny. My children remind me every day of 
our purpose in life and I try to instill in them our perspective and values as a people. I 
cannot forget the elders who have helped me over the years- Bizhikiban, 
Zhaangweshiban, Ogimaakweban, Jiingwewegaabaw, Amikogaabawiban, and many, 
many others. These are the ones who taught me to speak our language and use it daily in 
my home. They also taught me stories, some of the talks for our doings, and the humor 
that sets our people apart from many other cultures. I also include one of my namesakes, 
Niiyaandawe who has shaped my work ethic and tendency to help others when I am able. 
I am also inclined to acknowledge my graduate school advisor, Biidaanakwad for all that 
he has done to help our Anishinaabe people maintain our language. 
  
When I was born my mother was living with my grandmother in a village on our 
reservation called New Post. We lived there until I was about 4 years old. My mom 
decided to attend graduate school in Eau Claire and we moved there. I attended 
kindergarten there. I don't remember much about living there. We stayed there most of 
the school year until my grandmother became ill and my mom moved us back to the 
reservation so she could help care for her. My grandmother had moved to a different 
neighborhood on the rez, Dry Town, where she ran a group home for troubled reservation 
youth. Here, I was exposed to some of the social problems that our people were facing. 
She ran AA meetings in the basement, ceremonies in the living room, and volleyball 
games in the backyard. Her home was a social center for individuals in our community 
looking to break free from the vicious cycle of addiction. After she passed, my mom took 
over the group home and the activities that took place there. A few years later, upon 
finishing her education and certification, my mom became a chemical dependency 
counselor. She moved us out of Dry Town and we moved into a house in the Round Lake 
community. This area was much more secluded and was a fair distance away from the 
more crime-ridden neighborhood we had lived in before. I spent a lot of time outside 
while living there: riding my bike, swimming, fishing, and wandering around the woods. 
We lived there for a few years. 
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When I was 15-years-old, my mom rented a house in Hayward. I was a sophomore in 
high school and moving into town was a real adventure. I quickly fell into a peer group 
that was a bad influence on my development. I started drinking early and struggled in 
school. My mom sent me to live with my aunt Melody in the Six Mile community on the 
reservation. There I was eligible to attend a different school and avoid some of the 
trouble I was getting myself into in Hayward. I attended Winter high School for half of 
my sophomore year and my entire junior year. I transferred back to Hayward to live with 
my mom for my senior year, only to drop out during the spring semester. From there I 
lived with my sister in Watertower, on the reservation, before sobering up and moving 
back in with my mom. When I was 19-years-old, I moved in with my girlfriend, who 
would later become my wife. We moved into a house we shared with one of her cousins 
in the Gurno Lake community on the reservation. That is where I lived during the peak of 
my powwow traveling days. We'd be gone to powwows most weekends at home for only 
a few days during each week. When our first son was born, we moved back in with my 
mom until we could find a place of our own. When my mom became sick with cancer, 
we all moved into a house in the Whitefish community on the reservation. Here is where 
I really started reconnecting to our Big Drum society here at LCO and began attending 
ceremonies regularly. Once my girlfriend became pregnant with our second son, we 
decided to get married and I went back to school to finish my undergraduate degree. I 
commuted to Superior, Wisconsin to attend the University of Wisconsin Superior. By the 
time I finished, we had two sons and a new baby girl. After receiving a graduate school 
fellowship, we moved to Minneapolis for a year. My wife hated the city, so I moved her 
and the kids back home to Whitefish while I stayed in the cities during the week and 
traveled home to the reservation on the weekends. Once I finished graduate school, we all 
moved to the Gurno Lake community to take over the house of my wife's late mother. 
While living there, our fourth child was born. We bought a house soon after in the 
Skunawong community on the reservation where we still reside today. Each of those 
places represents a stage in my life and have transformed me into what I am today. 
  
When we were little kids we had many opportunities to listen to our elders. One thing I 
remember hearing was [Native language] "If the Anishinaabe people do not speak their 
language or practice their spiritual, traditional ways, there will be no Anishinaabe people 
in the future." That scared the heck out of me. I have always lived with the desire to learn 
my language and help out where I can. I honestly never thought that was possible. The 
only people I had ever heard speak Ojibwe were elders. I also remember being told our 
sacred wintertime stories of Wenabozho. Those stories and their lessons are something I 
think about daily. When I took a class at the tribal college, I had a language instructor, 
Keller Paap, who spoke our language fluently. He wasn't very much older than I was. 
When he told me that he had learned our language as an adult, I reset my goals and made 
learning Ojibwe a priority in my life. Another influential experience in my life was losing 
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my great-uncle Bizhikiban. He was the last first-language speaker in my family. Losing 
him sent a panic through me and motivated me to learn more and work harder. 
  
When I arrived at graduate school, I was taken under the wing of Dr. John Nichols, my 
advisor who hired me to work for the Ojibwe People's Dictionary. Through that work I 
became very close with a number of elders from across Ojibwe country. This is 
especially true for Larry Amik Smallwood. Amik taught me about our humor, our 
language as a tool to convey our humor, and the poise that a public speaker or storyteller 
should have. We lost Amik in April 2017, another reminder to ask as many questions of 
our elders while we still have them with us. Growing up without a father has motivated 
me to be the father I never had. Having children and raising them has influenced me and 
how I think about my culture. I strive to give my kids the teachings and the lessons that 
were lacking for youth like myself who were raised by single moms. In my short lifetime, 
I have witnessed so much loss but yet, so much resilience.  What is more remarkable is 
how much we have been able to maintain as a people- despite deliberate attempts to strip 
us of our ways, our language, and our spiritual mindset as Anishinaabe.  I think for our 
children and our people, we need to stop allowing our colonizers to define us. We give in 
so easily to the mainstream and its standards for success. We have gone on with our 
current educational arrangement externally determined with very little success while 
simultaneously losing generations of traditional indigenous knowledge of our elders. 
  
As for myself, after completing my PhD and all of the accolades that come with advanced 
degrees, I could have very easily assumed the guise of a university professor, removed 
from my people attempting to educate whichever ones miraculously made it into my 
classroom. That is success according to the mindset of our colonizer. Instead, I took a pay 
cut to return to my home community, to help out with the education of our children, in 
OUR language, for OUR survival- that is success from an Anishinaabe perspective. 
When it comes to life - we only get one chance. My uncle used to say, "Our moccasins 
only touch this ground one time- make sure you leave a mark." [Native language] 
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Story 50 
 
The Evolution Of My Native Pride. I'm currently on my 31st trip around the sun. I spent 
the first 24 living at Little Earth of United Tribes, a Native American preference housing 
complex in South Minneapolis. Anyone who has lived in the community that I come 
from knows firsthand how influential of a place it can be. Little Earth is known to 
influence individuals and families both positively and negatively. For me, it did both, 
especially as it relates to my cultural identity. How I see myself, how I perceive my 
community, and how I identify with my ethnic background and culture has evolved 
significantly over my lifetime. Childhood was a blur of sleepovers at the homes of 
neighbor kids, long hot days filled with an assortment of recreational activities, and 
evenings of 2-3 hour games of 60, all of which came to an end when mom called our 
names out of the front screen door. Between time spent outside being a kid, playing 
organized athletics, singing in a choir, playing in band, and being one of the youngest in a 
large family, I didn’t pay much mind to my cultural or ethnic identity. Things like 
offering tobacco, smudging, putting out a spirit dish and fancy dancing at pow wows 
didn’t seem like anything special or significant at that time, especially considering that 
they were things that we did at neighbor kids’ homes, at after school programs at Little 
Earth, and even at school. Those were the spaces that defined my personal bubble 
through my elementary years. 
 
As I progressed into middle school, my bubble expanded and my community grew. I 
gravitated towards people that looked like me, other students who coincidentally 
identified as Native and Hispanic, like me. Along with these new friends came new 
knowledge, language, dress, music preferences and so much more. I, along with most of 
my other siblings began to relate more with our hispanic heritage. My given names of 
Emilia Hernandez took on new meaning. The language spoken by my dad became more 
understandable. That music that he listened to became my music. The Catholic church 
across the street, Holy Rosary, temporarily became my refuge. They serviced the 
Mexican and Latino population. Although this was a safe space, this was also the first 
space where my ethnic and cultural identities were questioned, and where I consistently 
found myself explaining my Native heritage, arguing against stereotypes, and justifying 
why a community like Little Earth was such a unique and important place. Interestingly 
enough, inside, in my heart, I wasn’t proud to be Native, especially one from the Little 
Earth community. As a matter fact, at that point in my life, I was ashamed to be Native 
and angry to have been brought into the community where I was raised. Much of those 
feelings stem from the new way  I was interacting with my neighbors at the time. The 
days of swimming, playing 60, and rollerblading with neighborhood kids felt like they 
were far too many moons away. Then, myself, visiting friends, and siblings eventually 
started getting harassed by neighbors throughout middle school and into highschool. 
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Most often  came from the neighbors right next door. They would joke about our spanish 
music, the way we dressed, and called us names, like Spic and wetbacks. We were raised 
to mind our own and not partake in drama unless it was a matter of defending our 
physical safety, so the harassment continued for years. 
  
As much as my identity was evolving at the time, so was the state of my family. We 
would all agree in saying that we were a dysfunctional family, and for many causes. The 
majority of us began struggling with mental health issues and addiction. Through these 
struggles, we lost touch with our Native practices and medicines. I dropped out of school 
in 9th grade. I turned to drugs and alcohol. My mother began kicking me out on a regular 
basis. I found a family in a small mexican gang. The constant harassment from the 
neighbors continued. Inevitably lots of troubles came my way and I seemed to find 
trouble around every corner, which eventually led me two centimeters from death and 
laid up in intensive care for a week. Witnessing the heartache of my family influenced 
my desire to walk down a new path. Along came YouthCARE and the opportunity to be a 
teen mentor to younger girls in the LIttle Earth community. There I was, a 14 year old 
tattooed, hickied up, alcoholic, drug addicted gangbanger, who still had a tiny bit of hope 
left - hope that I could make something better of myself, and make my family proud. One 
may ask, why would you have a desire to work in the Little Earth community and make a 
dysfunctional family proud. To that I have said, I want to be of service to Little Earth, to 
honor my mother for all of the long days and nights that she spent away from her children 
to fight for the community at a local and federal level. I want to make amends for all the 
bad that I have done. 
  
So, mentor, I did, for three years. YouthCARE and their Camp Sunrise became my new 
safe space. As a youth employee and participant, I learned more about myself, my 
community, and many cultures, including my Native culture. Through these experiences, 
I developed a newfound great sense of pride and appreciation for the Little Earth 
community and my Native heritage. Then, one early morning, before I was to go to my 
mentoring job, I was sitting in the car visiting with my boyfriend. We were approached 
by three friends of the neighbors. They began trash talking my boyfriend about the 
Mexican flag that was draped over the hood of his uncle’s car. One spit in my boyfriend’s 
face, another pulled out a gun, and the behavior of the three began to escalate. The 
conflict ended with one of the three shooting my boyfriend in the head. That single 
interaction brought back all of that anger and shame. In those moments, I was angry at 
Natives. I was ashamed of the community. I was hurting for someone I loved. I was 
traumatized. I was in shock. I turned to something I always turned to, my journal. I began 
writing and releasing those feelings. I suppressed them and continued living my life. I 
continued youth work and serving my community. I continued to journal, which is my 
medium for reflecting, creating meaning for everything in my life, identifying my values, 



 

 280 

and better understanding my belief system. Journaling, youth work, and service to my 
community, have been a major piece of my healing. More importantly, they have all 
served as a means to discovering what my cultural identity means to me. I’m Native. I’m 
proud. I’m forgiving. I’m evolving.  I’ll live the rest of my years being a servant to others 
outside of myself, my family, my community, and the unknown. To me, that’s what it 
means to be Native. 
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Story 51 
 
I am Nancy Negrette, I live and I grew up in St. Paul, my family moved here from 
Milwaukee in 1979. It was me, my father Federico and my mother Gloria Negrette and 
my 1 brother and 3 sisters. My father moved us here for work and to educate us. He 
bought a house on the east side of St. Paul on Clark Street, that is where I grew up with 
my family. Growing up I had some extended visits on a few reservations usually visiting 
for the summer or a family event. I guess I am not enough native to be enrolled. My dad 
is from Texas and my mom is only half Red Lake and part Leech Lake Ojibwa. My 
friends and cousins that live on our reservations would usually be laughing at me for my 
city traits, and say, "She is a city Indian from the cities." I am what you would call a city 
Indian. I lost my dad at the age of 14 to cancer. I miss his loudness and music the most 
when I look at my granddaughter. 

I am fortunate to have stable, strong, sober women guide me in life. I have also been 
fortunate in having positive white role models in my life choices. I had to learn to blend 
in and walk in two different worlds. My home life and then when I go hang out with my 
white friends. My structure at home was like most homes but our traditions and food was 
by far the best. I grew up with a lot of Catholic families so I had to follow the rules when 
I was a guest in their homes, I guess that's what they mean when in Rome. I had good 
friendships and  I learned how to be a good sportsman. I always knew I was native. My 
friends never made me feel like an outsider. My mother didn't know anything else but to 
teach me to be a good person. My mom was always saying, “Educate yourself, learn how 
to support yourself, don't rely on anyone wanting to support you!” She tried to show me 
how to make dance regalia and quilts. My father taught me how to pray and how to love 
my family no matter what happens. Federico was crazy fun and loved his family. My dad 
really made sure we went to ceremony and vision questing at Bear Butte. That was my 
last trip with him. I am blessed to still have my mom with me today. I still need her. 

My youth with my parents was comforting even when it got crazy. My adult life in the 
cities has been a good journey so far. I hope to share what I learned from my family with 
my granddaughter. I want her to see how lucky I was to have my family to take me to 
powwows and try to dance. I wish I was a good dancer. Being taught our traditional 
ways, my mother and my  father grew up with instilled even more self awareness and 
pride in myself. My granddaughter is next in line to learn. It still blows my mind to say 
my granddaughter. I hope I am like my mom. I love being native, but I can't understand 
why I see my own people not making progress in education and health. Is there really a 
blame for the past? All cultures have had some trauma or life changes to their worlds, 
why are we so disabled in so many of our own communities? We hold small numbers in 
some important statistics of society, and that scares me. 
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Story 52 
 
Termination to determination. My world changed in 1954. My reservation was 
terminated and became a county. My parents were charged with neglect for not sending 
us to school and sent me to a boarding school.  Then eventually to a foster home. My 
mother wrote letters to the social worker and judge, which convinced them  to send me 
back to live with them and i started working with my mother harvesting in the fields on 
and off the reservation. During this phase of my life political leaders lobbied in 
washington dc to get our county status returned back to a federally recognized tribe as a 
reservation again. Later on after two abusive relationships, and  eight children later, I 
recognized my father's abusive pattern and my own alcohol problem and entered a 
treatment program. In sobriety I made a decision: to get my GED, look for a job that 
interested me. I went to cosmetology school before I got my GED, then went on to a 
summer institute at a college which led me to  getting a degree and my first job was 
working with people who had the same  issues I had. Being an advocate for native 
american women who were victims of domestic violence, child protection and 
homlessness. When I started working with people who had the same issues as I had in my 
young life, I wasn't prepared to share my historical trauma with them, up until I started 
that process of healing myself. It was in college that I learned about the Indian Religious 
Freedom Act, which led me to be more open about my tribal practices. Being determined 
opened the doors to share more about my tribe, sharing my own ancestors, my family and 
all I have kept our culture intact by sharing pictures, objects, ceremonial items for others 
to feel more comfortable in sharing their own tribal ways. The moment that changed my 
life was when my son, in fifth grade, learned a ceremonial prayer from his teacher. Being 
comfortable after years of oppression, feeling comfortable in my current job, led me to 
the position as a recovery coach that dispels stigmas we all have experienced. I speak out 
on long term recovery. This has changed my life for the better and I want to make it 
possible for others to do this by sharing their recovery story and life experiences for our 
younger generation. 
  
Posoh! My name is Nelda Kapishkowit-Goodman. I’m from the Menominee Indian 
reservation of Wisconsin. I shared my first ever digital storytelling about 3 years ago. I 
enrolled in this year's digital storytelling workshop in hopes of transitioning an update 
from my former narrative to summarize where and how my life transitioned to living a 
clean and drug free lifestyle. Sharing my life struggles and accomplishments is what I do 
in my daily life with others. I’ve been invited to speak to youth, young adults, women 
and men, as well as elders in this area of Minnesota. Sharing with them about how 
historical trauma affected myself and my immediate family during the relocation period, 
termination era and the boarding school era of which I experienced. 
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Grief struck our family when I was a mere 23 years old, 3 children, when my mother 
passed away. She was the backbone of our traditional family life. This grief carried with 
me for the next 24 years. 
  
Being employed at a social service agency was the most important part of my healing in 
recovering from the trauma that affected some of the devastating decisions I made during 
my young adult life. I had the opportunity to attend training, workshops and conferences 
during the next nine years of employment. Although attending college didn’t prepare me 
for the work I would become involved with, I started to heal from within after each 
training I attended. I mentioned all of my healing in my previous video and now to 
summarize for you all listening. In  that we need to “cleanse our souls” to let go of that 
pain! I reflect on all that the Creator has given me by living a good life. I went back to 
live on my reservation and learned from the elders on living a spiritual journey. This has 
helped me with all the daily ups and downs life gives us. My spiritual and religious belief 
has grown since I’ve been in recovery. I’m most proud of my youngest 2 children who 
have grown into healthy young adults in preserving their cultural Native American 
dancing heritage. They also have acquired professional working goals as well. My other 
children have gained a similar work ethic that has led them to longevity in the work that 
they have chosen. As a parent or grandparent we must lead by example. So I say Na tae 
nah wemah kenak! (All my relatives). Eneq! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 284 

Story 53 
 
I was born on August 16th, 1968, in Detroit Lakes, MN. I’m anishinabe, Mississippi 
Band, wolf clan. I’m very proud of my heritage because I come from a very strong and 
resilient line of people. My father, Arnold LittleWolf, served as a paratrooper in the last 
leg of the Korean War, and as a result received a stipend to move from White Earth 
Indian reservation. My parents chose to move to San Francisco, CA, in the late 1960s as 
part of the Indian Relocation Act. Me and my older sister Louis grew up in California, 
but not much later my dad died. He was a window washer for the sky scrapers and he fell 
38 stories to his death. It would be fair to say my life would and could never be the same 
again. My beautiful, vibrant mother, Debra Goodwin LittleWolf, died at the age of 42 
from the battle of substances. I was only 15-years old at the time. By that time, I had a 
new little sister Lucy, and a new little brother named Carlos and a new dad named Jessie 
Arias. When my mom died, we were all separated. It took us 20 years to get us all in a 
room together again. In a sense, when my mom died, I lost my whole family — 
everything I knew. I know now that when my mom died, up until that day, she did the 
very best that she could with what she had. It has taken me a long time to understand 
this—I have been very sad and angry. I had to deal with my own addictions and 
depressions to understand this and to heal. The creator, the people, and the spirits around 
me had taught me humility. I am still learning. I can accept myself for who I am and what 
I was. I forgive myself and I deserve to be happy. I am part of this community, and they 
are part of me. Everyone has a spirit, and our spirits know each other. They speak to each 
other. We choose each other. We are a community. We are connected. Whether we know 
it or not, we all go to the same place if we want to. My name is [Native language] 
Talking Feather 
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Story 54 
 
I was always aware of my Native heritage, but was never brought up practicing any 
cultural traditions. We moved around a lot, and did not have any exposure to Natives, 
except for family members, which were mostly chemically dependent. We had minimal 
exposure to my grandfather, and although I never witnessed him drinking - he was a very 
stern, controlling and standoffish person who scared me. I hear that he thought he was 
always right, and would beat his children if they proved him wrong. Also, my mother was 
taught to be a very tough individual and once, broke her arm - she was not allowed to cry 
when my grandfather set it. Me and my brother once stayed with him while my mother 
went somewhere, and because I was crying for my mother he gave me a spanking, my 
brother said he would call the cops, and he got a spanking also. So those experiences with 
Natives were not positive. I did not meet other Natives until I was a teenager. As a small 
child we were exposed to domestic violence - as my father would often beat my mother 
on a regular basis. I have no explanation for why my mother put up with this - other than 
she may not have wanted to go home to her parents. 
  
My mother did not binge drink until i was an adult and had left home. But there was a lot 
of exposure to relatives that were chemically dependent, and it was always negative. 
After I had children of my own - I would not go to visit my mother when she was 
drinking. She was a very mean drunk, and the company she kept was just disgusting to 
me. I would also sometimes take my younger siblings to stay with me, so they would not 
have to be exposed to this. My mother did not cry, and she expected us not to cry, but I 
was always a big cry baby. I was told that Indian children did not cry, because this would 
alert the white man of where you were. I don't know why my mother had this 
explanation. Oh! I have forgotten to mention that my mother was sent to boarding school 
during her teenage years - she never returned to live with her parents again. When I was 
an adult my mother gave me some paperwork to investigate my family tree. A relative 
had done some research and this gave me insight to the fact that my great-grandfather 
was born on Madeline Island, Wisconsin and transferred to the White Earth Reservation. 
He was also a chief. This to me was something to be proud of. But research was hard and 
tedious - so I stopped. 
  
Having been through both mentally and physically abusive relationships, and in a very 
low time in my life - I decided to go back to school. It was there where I had my first real 
positive exposure to Native Americans. It was so encouraging to see that not all Natives 
were alcoholics, and it even started me to think in different avenues in respect to my 
mother and grandfather. When I started to work at the center, it exposed me to Natives 
that were positive influences. And it exposed me to their cultural traditions. We often 
have prayers for feasts here at the center, and those are spoken by a central figure in their 
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native language. I always find this so satisfying that now the Native people are relearning 
their language, but also that they have not lost this all together. We also do smudging. 
The center also offers drum and song classes, which when I hear them it sends my heart 
soaring. The center also sponsors a lot of pow-wows, and although I do not come to 
them, I have witnessed the dancing and singing - this does something to my heart that I 
cannot explain. I often find myself dancing. The music speaks to me, it calls to my heart 
  
I have gone to a few National Indian Child Welfare conferences - and I have so enjoyed 
meeting Native people from all over the country. I have also gone on many vacations 
which have put me in contact with Native American people. I love it when we realize that 
we are all one people, and we need to pull together. But sometimes you will find other 
nations are demeaning of other tribes. And often in the Twin Cities, where a lot of 
different agencies are vying for money, they will do a lot of backbiting of other agencies. 
I often brag about the center to other Natives I meet, because I am very proud of the work 
we do here. I also would like to see a more positive outlook towards Native American 
women projected - and those outlooks brought to the public's attention, I believe women 
feel they are not as valued as males. But I also feel that the wrong image of Native males 
is being projected, because most of the stories are about war, or portray them in an 
unsavory light. I am a savior of domestic violence, and now service Native American 
women of domestic violence - it is both rewarding and devastating. But so encouraging to 
women - to see what I have accomplished. I have broken the cycle of my upbringing and 
have raised my children to be proud of their heritage, but also to be proud of themselves. 
I am also a grandmother, and although sometimes my heart still breaks, I have such love 
in my life. 
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Story 55 
 
I was born in Minneapolis at Fairview Hospital on January 30, 1940, to Esther and Arthur 
Carlson. We lived in nine different places in South Minneapolis. I had two brothers and 
two sisters. My father worked as a cook on the railroad and my mother was a housewife. 
Later, my mother did house-work and maid work in hotels. I would take care of my 
younger siblings when she worked. At the age of ten I started to babysit to earn money. 
In the summer I babysat Monday through Friday for ten hours a day and received ten 
dollars a week. I graduated from South High School in 1958. From 1958 to 1961, I 
worked at the U of M Hospital as a clerk typist in outpatient bookkeeping. I went to 
Minneapolis school of practical nursing and graduated in 1962. I worked thirteen years as 
an LPN. I attended the U of M - Twin Cities from 1970-1973. My major was Social 
work. I took a break after 3 years and moved to California in 1973. I Attended Santa Ana 
College where I graduated with ADRN in 1975.  
 
I then moved back to Minneapolis and became licensed as an RN. I worked full-time as 
an RN from 1975 to 2006, when I retired. I took care of my daughters two boys full-time 
for 8 years. My parents were alcoholics. From the time I was 23, I had custody of my 2 
sisters and 1 brother when they were teenagers. I always wanted to be a nurse. A dear 
friend influenced me to go to Nursing School. When I was growing up, my family would 
visit my grandmother who lived on the LCO reservation in Wisconsin. I did not know 
that it was a reservation until I was in my teens. My father’s parents came from Sweden 
and lived in Minneapolis. We spent very little time at my paternal grandmother’s, as my 
mother felt they were prejudiced. My father would take us to visit my grandmother 
without my mother. Both grandfathers were deceased before I was born. 
My maternal grandmother was Catholic and she never practiced her culture. She referred 
to the people who practiced their culture as “Pagans.” As a result my mother never taught 
any of her culture to us to begin with. I learned most of my Native culture in the 60’s 
from my youngest sister and brother. I grew up in the catholic religion so I didn’t get 
involved with my culture. 
When I attended the U of M, they had American Indian Studies. I took Ojibwe for 2 
quarters. I learned and did beading baby moccasins for native babies at Children’s 
Hospital. It wasn’t until I was in Junior High that I started to feel some prejudice. I felt 
less accepted. There are people who have tried to make me ashamed of who I am. 
 
The older I became, I have learned to be proud of who I am as a person: true, sincere and 
a caring person. I have met and become friends with many Native Americans through 
college, work, conferences, and social gatherings that I am proud to know. They have 
influenced me to continue to know and practice my culture more. I will influence my 
children and grandchildren about our Native American culture. Also I am letting my 
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husband, who is Swedish and Norwegian, know about my culture. I met my husband in 
May 1977. We married on November 21,1977. He had 3 children. We had our daughter, 
Mary, August 9,1979. My step-children, Julie, Ann-Marie, and Casey moved in with us. 
Over the years, our children have married. We now have 16 grandchildren, who range 
from 5 years to 29 years old. My great-grand daughters who are twins will be one-year 
old in November, one will be 3-years old in November, and one will be 2-years old in 
January. We will have another great-grandchild in March. Ollie and I will celebrate our 
41st Anniversary November 21st, 2018. 
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Story 56 
 
I am celebrating 43 years in recovery. In the beginning it was not easy and I went to 
treatment 3 times. I participated in a 12-step program for the first ten years, maintaining 
my sobriety one day at a time. As my spiritual growth increased, I began attending 
Midewiwin ceremonies. M’dewin is the Grand Medicine Society, the spiritual pathway 
for the Indigenous people. Today, this is what keeps me on the right path. I’m one of 13 
children. We grew up in northern Minnesota near the Bois Forte reservation. My father, 
Clyde George Day, was an alcoholic and my mother, Charlotte Day, was a saint. She did 
not smoke or drink or swear. The worst possible thing she ever said to me was, “You are 
being foolish.” My father was a hunter, trapper and guide. My mother was with us all the 
time, cooking cleaning and basically taking care of us. My mother would tell us stories 
when she wanted to teach us something. Once, when we were in town, we saw a man 
who had a disfigured face and we were sort of scared. When we returned home, we were 
making our faces go this way and that way. She sat us all down and told us about a boy 
she knew as a child at Nett Lake. He was born with no arms, but he learned to do 
everything with his legs and toes. She said there was a bully who would tease him and 
terrorize him. One day, he was walking down the road, and he saw the bully and his 
buddies coming toward him. He picked up a rock with his toes and hit the ringleader in 
the head. That boy never bullied him again, and the boy with no arms grew up and joined 
the circus and traveled the world. She said, “When the creator makes you different, you 
are also given spirits that watch over you.” Later on, my younger brother Mike and I 
realized we were different. We were both gay, or two spirit. My mother taught our 
siblings that we were different and to be loved. I noticed how she treated my brother with 
so much care and kindness, and myself too. If your mother loves you, it doesn’t matter 
what the rest of the world thinks. I am also grateful for the many traditional people who 
have been my teachers: Lillian and Kendal Rice, Fred Jackson, William Wilson, and the 
people of the M'dewiwin lodges. I try to follow the M'dewiwin teachings everyday to the 
best of my ability. 
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Story 57 
 
Han, mitakuyapi. Anpo Unsila Nanjin Wi emaciyapi. Hello, my name is Shaunna 
McBride and I am Oglala Lakota and Kule Wicasa Sioux from Pine Ridge, SD. Welcome 
to the cliff notes version of the story of my family. In my family of origin there is my 
Mom and Dad, and my younger Brother. My Mom is the second eldest of 5 Children and 
My Dad is the eldest of 6 Children. And there are my Grandparents and Great-
Grandparents. I grew up knowing some of my Great-Grandparents. The relationships 
among family was close when I was growing up but also subject to the effects of poverty, 
addiction and boarding schools. I don't remember family ever talking about culture really, 
just actually living it. I grew up on a reservation. As a family, we moved off  when I was 
in 6th grade and that was a huge culture shock. Prior to this, the world I knew was 
populated by full bloods, iyeskas (half breeds or translators) and wasicus (white folks) 
and maybe a random ha sapa (black folks). I think after this experience and also the age I 
was at that time I started asking questions and seeking out experiences that would give 
me more exposure to the wider world. 
  
I think of our culture in a different way than that of my family as my perspective has been 
informed by different experiences that I have had. This is partially due to the place I 
currently live. I live in an urban setting now and the majority of my family have chosen 
to stay on the reservations or close to them by moving to the border towns or even rural 
places. I think the places we choose to live inform us about who we are and who we can 
be and vice versa. If that makes sense? I was born and raised on a reservation so the 
majority of my younger life was informed by this experience. As I became a teenager I 
sought out different experiences and applied to various summer school programs that 
were hosted by different schools and universities. I also knew that if I spent my summers 
at home there were too many activities that I could take part in that would lead me to 
trouble. So starting from the summer that was between my 7th and 8th grade year I 
applied for these summer school camps and was accepted. The summers between 7th and  
12th grade I spent in Grand Forks, ND; Laramie, WY; Vermillion, SD and Minneapolis, 
MN; all on college or university campuses that exposed me to what life would be like 
should I choose this path. I remember seeing the majority of my peers using the military 
or various churches as a path off the reservation to different experiences but I was with 
the minority that chose education as my path. It was in college that I learned that my 
family and community are survivors of attempted genocide. With this new knowledge I 
remember becoming very angry. I ended up moving out to Alaska with my college 
sweetheart. Looking back at it now I think I did so to get away from humanity the best I 
could and try to get my anger in check on my own. It was a good experience, my Partner 
at the time was also indigenous but from an Alaska Native Tribe and we learned a lot 
from each other. I think these experiences did affect how I look at culture, especially the 
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one I was raised in; with age and experience I see how unique and beautiful my tiospaye 
really is and it's a good feeling. 
  
My family has shared with me their lived experiences of boarding schools and dealing 
with border town people and politics as well as addiction and poverty. But in this there 
was always humor, hope and work, which can be its own kind of medicine sometimes.  I 
think the older generations of my family were shaped by the times and the generation 
they grew up in and I appreciate them so much for having survived those hard times. It 
was not easy and I believe they did the best for those of us in my generation that they 
could, so that I would make good choices and have a good life, they sacrificed a great 
deal that they seldom talk about or discuss. My maternal Grandmother went to boarding 
school and she seldom talks about her experience. My Mom and Dad met at boarding 
school and I like to tease and say I am a product of boarding school because if they did 
not meet I would not be here today. They are more open about their experiences and the 
reasons why they would not let me or my Brother go to boarding schools growing up. I 
also grew up with my Grandma's Mom, Great Grandma Jessie, she was born on May, 
3rd, 1905, and journeyed on October, 3rd, 2003. She was 98 years old. She only spoke 
Lakota and would only speak English at the Indian Health Service hospital and then it 
was only curse words because she knew that would get a reaction from the wasicu Nurses 
and Doctors. I remember one of my Aunties told the story of how she took Unci Jessie on 
a trip to Deadwood, SD. Unci Jessie slept during the entire trip there and when they 
arrived she asked my Auntie where they were, when she told her, Unci Jessie said that the 
last time she was there was when she was a little girl and "it took us 3 days by wagon." 
When I think of Unci Jessie in regards to history, I am amazed and thankful. She 
probably knew folks who fought in Little Big Horn or survived Wounded Knee. She 
would have been 19 years old in 1924, the year the U.S. government granted our people 
citizenship. I think that I do have a different experience than my family due to the 
generation I am a part of but also the different places I have been fortunate enough to 
visit and live. 
  
I think each of my families members felt differently about their experiences, running the 
spectrum of emotions. Before my Dad got sober I remember he would go off on a 
drunken rant, he would say, “You know what Brat? This Country is half ass! Damn U.S. 
Government, they could have finished the job but instead they left the rest of us here to 
suffer.” That was during his angry time. Now he is older, sober and wiser and not so 
angry. He used to work as a bouncer at a bar in White Clay, NE, one of the many jobs he 
had while I was growing up. He witnessed the full effects of alcoholism in our 
community through taking on this job and the heartache that can come from bearing 
witness in that way.  My Mom is my Mom. She worked as a Nurse at the IHS hospital in 
Pine Ridge. She also bared witness to the trauma in our community by being a caregiver 
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in this way. My mom has always been loving and giving, sometimes to a fault, which I 
think can be common among Indian women. We got a love to give, that’s for sure. 
Ultimately, I think my story is not mine. It's my family’s story, my community’s story 
and a tiny part of the larger human story. Pilams for listening. 
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Story 58 
 
I have my mother and stepfather, my father died when I was 9-years old from alcoholism. 
My mother is a twin, so I have 2 moms and 7 siblings (counting both my mom, my aunt, 
my three kids, and my mom's four kids including me), a sister from my dad's side. I have 
2 children: my son Weski (10 years old) and my daughter Shakyla (9 years old). When I 
was growing up, my mother talked about her journey on the longest walk in 1978 and 
how our people came together and traveled across states to Washington D.C. to fight for 
the threats made to our tribal land and water rights, the unlawful rights of them trying to 
take away our tribal land and go against the treaty rights. My mother exercised in 
teaching both native teachings and also the white man's teachings. She shared stories of: 
how women and children struggled from starvation and a place to sleep when needed, 
both men and woman falling to the ground unable to walk anymore, and how the people 
helped one another through this tough time. My mother also talked about the boarding 
school days and how they cut her hair and made her wear uncomfortable clothing and 
family and language was prohibited at all times. She would tell me stories about how the 
priest and nuns would make them wake early and do chores, then have them pray and eat 
communion daily. She shared how the girls would cry at night and be hit with sticks for 
being loud. My mother would send me to sweats on weekends and put me in native 
camps and St. Paul Indian education program during school hours. She would make me 
go to church on Sundays where a Sunday school bus would come pick me and my little 
brother up every Sunday morning. We would also go back home to reservations every 
summer where it would always take a few days for my cousins to warm up to me and my 
little brother. They would call us goody two shoes and treated us mean. I was affected by 
living in the cities and shown cultural teaching differently and having to go back to the 
reservation, where the language is spoken, and me not understand or how to respond to it. 
I was always yelled at in the Lakota language, so that's all I knew. 
I think somewhat similar, but think differently about my childhood background compared 
to my children’s. I was raised believing the traditional ways and the white man's ways, 
my mother put me and my brother in cultural programming, but sent us to church and 
would take us back to the reservation every summer. I have traditional in-laws and was 
taught manys things about my culture and the traditions to the native way of living. My 
children are currently taking Potawatomi language classes and learning at a good pace. 
 
I am raising my children in the traditional and spiritual teachings, not the white man's 
way, like sending them to church, like my mother had me and my brother. We have a 
different way of praying and giving flesh offering to pray for whoever we are praying for. 
Our church, is making tobacco ties and going to sweat to pray, or going to sundance to 
suffer (fasting for 5 days) for the people, the land, and the water! I was born and raised 
here in the cities, my mother being the black sheep of the family she came to the cities 
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after the longest walk raising me and my little brother with the help of my step-father, 
Martin, he'd been in our lives since my brother was 8 months old and me 5 years old. I 
lived both lives, the Native way and the white man way. I was affected when I went to 
my first Sundance. I started clapping, the elders looking at me. I felt ashamed so I went to 
sit in a car, when an elder approached me and said, “Where are you from?” I said, 
"Pineridge." She said, “You’re different, let me share something with you, us woman 
don't clap, we lili. Clapping is for the white man, never be ashamed to scream loud and 
proud when you’re happy.” That teaching has never left me, I am proud to lili when 
needed, every summer we would go to the reservation to visit family. But every time, me 
and my brother would experience being treated differently, my cousins would call us sell 
outs and ask why we were there. I would go there in shame for not suffering with our 
people and returning to the cities with the feeling of being a sell out. I would feel great 
sadness for my cousins and the struggle they were going through with no car, or a clothes 
store, poor clothing, and having an angry attitude towards life. 
 
I grew up going to camp at Wilder Forest learning about the 1862 run and how women 
and children were chased down and killed, along with our warriors. I feel Indigenous to 
this now-a-day society, and to be proud and humble. I have lived at Little Earth of United 
Tribes for 7.5 years now and have changed in many ways, in sharing teachings and being 
deeper involved in my community. I have learned some Ojibwe teaching as well as 
Lakota and Dakota teachings from other residents. I have made regalia differently and 
learned how to respect those items in smudging and giving thanks to those living spirits, 
like the drum, and to never forget them in the closet or a suitcase. I am proud to be Native 
American and be given the chance to be a carrier for the next 7th generation. I have more 
experience than I did, I have learned more with my in-laws about my culture then my 
parents have taught me. I went to sweat more, water ceremonies, full moon ceremonies, 
wiping of the tears, naming ceremonies, Sundance healing, etc. and now I still attend 
these for the sake of who I am in this life and how to give back to the people and respect 
my grandmothers and grandfathers! And my family carries the knowledge and being 
proud, brave, honored, humble, sharing, caring, respectful, and loved in their own ways 
in this journey of life. 
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Story 59 
 
Mushkosee Equay Indizhinikaz. Migizi Dodem. Misgwamizaga’iganing Indojiba. I am a 
very proud and happy Anishinabe Equay. I love who I am and what I do with my life. I 
was born in an Indian Health Services Hospital in Cass Lake and grew up on the Red 
Lake Nation. From Non-Native standards, I grew up very poor, as we did not have water, 
sewer or piped in heat in our houses. We used an outhouse, got our water from the lake 
and had a wood stove for heat and cooking. We did not have electricity or even a 
television until I was 11 years old. Once we got a television, we had to use big, long, 
stick to be able to get a different channel on our television. We always had a garden, my 
parents hunted and fished, and did not eat sweets growing up. As kids, we had to plant 
the seeds, weed the garden and harvest the garden in the fall. We always had healthy 
vegetables to eat. We canned some of the vegetables to eat over the winter. We ate deer, 
moose, beaver, rabbit and any other wild animal my parents caught. We also ate a lot of 
fish during the summer months. As a family, we had to hang the fish nets on a huge 
device that was designed to hold them and then put the nets in a fishbox to set them in the 
lake later that night. Then, the next morning at dawn, my parents would go out to pull 
them out to bring them home. It was mom who pulled the nets out. She also used to cut 
down the trees, split the wood and carry the wood back home to put in the stove. My 
errand was to carry water to the house during the summer. During the winter, mom would 
chop a hole in the ice for the water. She also set nets through a hole in the ice in the 
winter. We had to work hard to survive. From those experiences, my siblings and I 
developed a hard work ethic that has carried us through our adulthood years. My parents 
were both practicing alcoholics, which I attribute to the traumas they experienced during 
their boarding school years. My dad attended a Catholic school on the reservation and 
learned corporal punishment from the priests and nuns at the school, which is how we 
were disciplined. My mom attended Pipestone Boarding school for five years, where she 
was beaten often. My dad was one of the first Red Lake members who graduated from 
college - University of Minnesota Crookston, MN. My mom attended school up to the 
eighth grade. 
  
I loved school from the 1st grade. I enjoyed reading, writing and thinking about things. 
Some of my most profound and influential role models were my teachers in school. 
However, at home, I witnessed alcoholism and domestic violence, which I wanted to 
forget about and repress as it was too traumatic to talk about or think about. I later 
utilized therapy, support groups and ceremonies to help myself to heal those wounds. 
Also, as an adult, I asked her, "Mom, why did you stay with dad even though he beat 
you?". She answered, "When I was young, my brothers and sisters beat me, the boarding 
school people beat me, so, when I got with your dad, I thought that was normal." I said, 
"Mom, that was not normal." She refused to publicly talk about the violence inflicted on 
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her. I think it was just too hard and shameful for her. Also, she did not want to publicly 
shame him. Mom left him when I was in my early 20's. I went away to a Catholic 
boarding school when I was 15 years old. They taught an Indian studies class which 
helped me stay connected with my culture and my history. Also, I went to school with 
another tribal member. She used to do beadwork and had me help her with her beading. I 
visited my relatives in the twin cities every weekend and stayed bonded with my family. 
When they first started Indian week in the twin cities in 1972, I missed school for that 
whole week to participate in those cultural activities. I graduated from Good Counsel 
Academy in 1972. It was a good, progressive school that taught me self-discipline and 
critical thinking skills. After graduation, I moved to the Twin Cities area, where mom and 
my younger siblings were. During the 1970’s, I got too involved in the party life as many 
of our Native younger people were into that. This was also during the civil rights and 
hippy era. I wanted to fit in, so I did it too. I finally realized drinking alcohol was not 
even something I enjoyed, much like smoking cigarettes. Later on, I decided I needed to 
do something more positive in my life as I was growing older without a goal or goals. In 
my late 20s, I decided to set a goal. So, I finished with my Bachelor’s degree from 
Metropolitan State University. I went to William Mitchell College of Law and graduated 
from there. I took the bar exam five times before I passed it. I was not going to let a test 
stop me from becoming a lawyer. I became a lawyer after so many trials and tribulations. 
During one time I was studying for the bar exam, my dad passed away. I worked at 
Hennepin County District Court as a law clerk during those years. I eventually took time 
off and passed the bar. Then I went on to practice law, which included representing my 
own tribe, other tribes, and many people in my career. I attended law school- which at the 
time, was an institutionally racist place which caused me to feel alienated most of the 
time. I was so shy, I hardly spoke there. My best friend, Rockell said to me, “How do 
these other people even know you as you hardly speak?” I graduated at the bottom of my 
class, but never cheated and always kept my ethics and values. 
  
The two biggest influences in my life were my mom and dad. Dad showed me his 
brilliant mind through questioning people and events. He spoke our language fluently and 
knew a lot of the traditional stories. He was an awesome story teller. He had us sit around 
him while he told us stories during the winter about Nanabozhoo and other similar 
stories. We lived in Obashing or Ponema until I was 10 years old. Dad used to help the 
send-off man with singing and shaking the rattles. His biggest drawback was the 
drinking. Even though he drank, he did not want any of his kids to become alcoholic like 
him. His spirit name is Mis-co-co-naw-aye (Red Robe/Cloak). My second most profound 
influence was my mom. She showed me humility, pride and resilience. When she left dad 
in the early 1970’s, she quit drinking and raised my younger sisters and brother on her 
own. She started out with A.A. and went to church. She eventually had A.A. meetings in 
her home with my older sister, her husband and other Native community members. They 



 

 297 

had their meetings every Friday where they brought potluck meals to their homes. She 
then started going to sweat lodge and sundance ceremonies. She sundanced for many 
years under a spiritual leader named Martin High Bear. He gave her her spirit name in 
Lakota. She translated it into Anishinabe which is Mino Manitou Equay (Good spirit 
Woman). She brought me and my siblings into ceremonies including dark room and 
sweats. She also was there for me when I fasted. She was standing there waiting for me 
when I first came down the hill. I told her I had a headache. She said, “You just need 
coffee.” I realized I was used to drinking coffee and did not know that. The fasting helped 
me get back in touch with me and my goals in life. I firmly believe I am here for a reason 
- that Gitchi Manitou sent me here to help Native people in whatever way I can. My 
vision for my Anishinabe people is to help them become healthy and happy people again 
- the way we were long time ago. I would like us to go back to our original values and 
teachings of sharing, caring, humility, bravery, honesty and courage. We are fantastic and 
beautiful people and are not just what the media portrays us as. 
  
Yes, I have become more immersed in my culture. I practiced some ceremonies when I 
was growing up on our reservation, which I cannot publicly discuss. When I was growing 
up there, I attended every pow wow we had on our reservation as I loved the sound of the 
drum and seeing beautify Natives dancing and having fun. Because we could not afford 
it, I was too poor to have regalia. Now, I am a jingle dress dancer and attend pow wows 
and love it. When I started dancing again after becoming a lawyer, I had a ceremony at 
the Minneapolis American Indian Center. Porky White spoke for me and had me come 
out into the circle. At that time, I got another Anishinabe name - Muchkosee Equay. 
Mary Roberts, an Elder from Canada gave it to me. Mary told me that Mother Earth 
named me herself which meant I could use any color I want on my dress. At the Center, I 
danced in a circle with the jingle dress dancers fanning me. I had an elder, Mary Ann 
Johnson, bring me out and re-connect me with the pow-wow spirits. Porky was so happy 
as not many dancers do this anymore where someone brings them out to introduce them 
or welcome them into the circle. We make our regalia to reflect our Anishinaabe names. 
My one nephew’s name is Descending Cloud - his regalia had blue and white colors to 
reflect the cloud and sky. I love to hear the beat of the drum as it speaks to my spirit. I 
only dance traditional, as I don’t think money should be the reason for dancing. Some of 
our Native people have become too influenced by money and having the money be the 
major reason for dancing. I love going to sweats and ceremonies as I believe that is some 
of the essence of our Native people. We are all similar in that we have beautiful 
ceremonies and welcome others to our ways. If we are walking in a good way, we are 
inclusive versus exclusive. I love to sing, dance and pray. 
  
I love our wonderful culture, our people, my family, my clan, my community and would 
not have it any other way. I participate and practice my ways a lot although I am still 
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learning and will be a life-long learner. I attend pow wows here and go to them with my 
family. My brothers both sing. My brother dances. My younger sister dances. I am happy 
and proud to be an Anishinaabe Equay. Also, I advocate for the babies in my family to 
have Anishinaabe ways as I believe that Gitchi Manitou asks us our spirit names when 
we go to the spirit world. If we don’t know our names, we cannot go to the spirit world. 
Another thing I have advocated for is to enroll the children as they can benefit from 
education and other services if they are enrolled. Although I don’t believe in the blood 
quantum concept as it is exclusive, it helps our people to obtain services they would not 
otherwise qualify for if they were not enrolled. 
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Story 60 
 
Hello, my name is Steven Slow Bear, I was born in Pine Ridge, South Dakota. For the 
first 8 years of my life I grew up in Oglala, which is a housing complex south of Pine 
Ridge. I really don’t recall my grandparents. I had a few aunts and uncles, but they all 
passed, except one last uncle. I never really had a lot of cousins I grew up with. All I 
knew mostly was my immediate family. My biological father disowned me before I was 
born. My mother met my step father a year later and fell in love. They both had a good 
work ethic which was later instilled in me during my teen years. I was exposed to the life 
of drugs very young. I seen people pass away or get locked up. It wasn’t long after I 
turned thirteen when I was soon introduced to the juvenile center. I had friends who were 
in the streets everyday. I was drawn to the lifestyle and played my role in the dynamic 
street life. I eventually grew tired of that life and started my new life. I started work early 
in life, varnishing floors for my mother’s landlord at 13 year old. I then hauled potato 
bags in the summer a few times but my first official job was working at White Castle 
when I was sixteen. I was on my own at the time. I was paying an elder, cash and alcohol, 
to stay in a backroom in his house while I worked at White Castle. 
  
My mother eventually found me and convinced me to go back to school. I ended up at the 
Native American - Native Arts High School where I eventually dropped out again. I 
coasted through life partying, working temp jobs until I got bored or fired. I worked in a 
lot of different fields. My favorites have always been the construction, landscaping, and 
carpentry fields. I worked in warehouses, fast food, maintenance and office jobs but 
could not commit to any job, person or way of life. I would hang with old friends and end 
up in jail off and on. The jail, treatment, and sober houses became a revolving door for 
me. I had a chance to see first hand how drugs and alcohol affects people’s path in life. I 
looked back in my own life and I visualised what type of role model I needed in my life. I 
figured I can be that now for the world and my people. I heard a quote when I was young 
and it said, “What man is a man, if he doesn’t make the world a better place.” Pondering 
on this, I thought of all of the heroes of old like Crazy Horse, Dull Knife, Red Cloud, 
Sitting Bull, and Touch the Clouds. I wondered what life they would have led today in 
this society, and I envisioned myself living a life worthy of their appreciation. The 
statistics for Native Americans are crazy, and I know we suffer from drugs and alcohol. 
Because of this I decided to become a drug and alcohol counselor. 
  
I applied and got accepted to Minneapolis College, (formerly known as Minneapolis 
Community and Technical College: MCTC). Upon arriving, I got involved quickly with 
the Native American Club and the Collegiate Recovery Program. I saw the Student 
Senate did not have much of a diverse population, so I decided to get more involved so 
that my people can be represented well. I then got involved with the budget committee 
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and the philosophy club which helped me help people. I took 4 classes my first semester 
while working 2 jobs, 5 classes my 2nd semester while working 3 jobs, and 4 classes this 
last semester with one job but more hours. I then became Vice President of Student 
Senate, Co chair of the Student Life Budget committee, co-chair of the diversity 
committee, and all the while being Vice President of UNITE (United Nations of Indian 
Tribes for Education). I am currently President of UNITE. 
  
After 16 years of not having a powwow here at Minneapolis College, and after losing our 
advisor, the college put it in the students hands to put a powwow on. We made it happen 
and it was a success. We also put on the Native American Storytelling event and an end 
of the semester bar-b-que which is open to all people in and out of school. I also dreamed 
and made the “Night of Culture and Music” event happen, which included: Jackie Bird, 
the Lumhe Brothers, and the New Native Theatre, and it was amazing. I work hard to 
help others succeed and I am doing my best everyday to make my Ancestors proud. I go 
to events in the communities like powwows and Round Dances. I go to ceremonies and 
gatherings to show support to my community, to my elders, to children, and to my 
people. They say the cure is in the culture, I’ve seen it and it helps me to honor the Native 
American Code of Ethics and cherish the Seven Philosophies from The Red Road to 
Wellbriety. If there is one thing I can help others to live a better life, then it will be to 
remind people that you should never be afraid to chase your dreams.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 301 

Story 61 
 
I grew up as a suburban Native in a predominantly white town outside of Chicago, 
Illinois. I was actually born in Minnesota, but only lived here briefly after my birth. It 
wasn’t until I came to Minnesota again that I realized the significance of being born here, 
then returning. I was the only Native student in my entire town which felt lonely 
sometimes. I didn’t grow up knowing my culture much despite going to my tribes yearly 
powwow and rodeo, but I knew I was Native and that’s how I was identified by my peers 
throughout elementary, middle, and high school. It was something I wasn’t sure what that 
meant though. I knew words from Dakota language here and there that my mom taught 
me, but really-that was the extent of it. As I grew older though, I started to take a greater 
interest in learning what being Native American meant. I hadn’t quite grasped the 
concept of being *Dakota* though. 
 
I took a larger interest in Dakota language probably my junior year of high school. I 
started skimming through language books that my mom had and listened a bit more to my 
kunsi when she spoke. It wasn’t something I took too seriously though, just a side hobby 
almost. Senior year came around and I was accepted into the University of Minnesota-
Twin Cities. I had been accepted by other colleges, but the U stood out the most to me. 
From the start, I had Native recruiters and admissions people reach out to me and show 
how much Native American support there was on campus. When I came for a visit, they 
told me about the Dakota language program. This was something none of the other 
colleges had ever done for me - reach out and show me what resources there were, 
especially for a displaced Native person like myself. It really wasn’t until I came to the U, 
and met other Native people and learned more about what it meant to be Dakota, not just 
Native, that impacted who I am now. Having that support that I never knew I needed 
changed me. 
The most influential part of my college experience though has been the Dakota language 
classes. This class really provided the basis for me to get out of my shell and learn more 
about what it meant to be Dakota. I can remember that in high school, I was always very 
shy and quiet, always felt anxious. I guess on further reflection, this could have been due 
to how I grew up. It was dysfunctional and I didn’t realize it until later. As far as school 
went, I felt alienated based off my skin tone and heritage; being the only Native person at 
school was isolating. I also never realized how different my home life was compared to 
others. My mom was gone for a year I think, stationed in Iraq after 9/11, but after she 
came back she was depressed, had PTSD and other PTSD related outbreaks. This 
manifested in rage during my younger years, which caused her and my dad to divorce, 
and alcoholism as I grew up. I don’t really remember her much before she went to Iraq. I 
suppose hindsight is 20/20 but I think I’m realizing how much that impacted me now. 
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But, through the language program here, I’ve come out of that shell and have become 
very involved in learning more about my culture. It’s been healing and therapeutic to 
learn the language that my past relatives spoke. Healing from trauma that I learned comes 
with being Native in US society. It’s connected me with something I never realized that 
was missing in my life. I was never super close with either of my parents’ families, but 
reconnecting with the language encouraged me to get closer with my moms side of the 
family. I remember working my freshman year of college, barely into the language 
program, when I met a relative at this Native American store I worked at. When we 
talked, we realized we were related, and when she learned I was taking the language 
classes, I remember her saying “You know your kunsi, your grandma, is a very good 
speaker, one of the best I know.” And that blew my mind. That one sentence really 
encouraged me to learn Dakota as much as I could. Now I had this direct connection I 
never really realized existed. This encouraged me to continue on my path. I don’t think 
I’d be as successful where I am right now if I hadn’t become more understanding of what 
it means to be Dakota. In a way, it’s almost like I was called to come back here to 
Minnesota. I was born here, but never considered this my home. But then I learned the 
creation story for Dakota people, and learned that Minnesota is Dakota homeland after I 
started going to school here. It’s like coming full circle. If I hadn’t come here, hadn’t 
taken the language classes, I don’t think I’d be nearly as successful as I am now. 
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Story 62 
 
The lessons we learn from our elders help keep us in place. My grandparents have always 
been my strongest role models; they shared their wisdom to ground me culturally, and I 
always saw them living their lives with dignity and strength. I have good memories of 
waking up early to get groceries with my grandmother Jane. She wasn't related to us, but 
my sister and I spent a lot of our childhood with her and she became our grandmother. 
She used to wake at 3 or 4 am and we would walk to town across the railroad tracks and 
watch the sun come over the lake. We'd sit on the dock, she would pray and snap at us to 
"watch the scenery" if we weren't reverent, like she was at that time. She made pastries 
with way too much liquor in them, but they always turned out amazing because she 
learned to cook from being in boarding school. She also tried to teach me table manners, 
and how to walk evenly like a lady, and this caused us to fight often because I was an 
unruly child and I didn't like wearing nightgowns. She threatened to tie me to my chair 
once because I slurped soup on purpose and put my elbows on the table and stared at her. 
She used to hang turtle shells all around her apartment and make traditional bags out of 
them. Grandma Jane tried so hard to convince us that turtle soup "did not taste like rubber 
bands". I honestly do not know how she put up with us so well. She did tell another elder 
once to "rotate her eagle feathers up her ass" when they got into an argument, and that 
always impressed me--that she used traditions to make her own rules. She taught my 
sister and I not to put up with less than we thought we deserved, and I stubbornly carry 
that lesson. 
  
My grandmother Jane was my best and strongest example of someone who could balance 
the Anishinaabe lifestyle with her own interests from the western world. She taught me 
how to use plants as medicine, but she also had a strong interest in biochemistry and 
collected books. She loved Victorian culture, and popped wild rice, and sitting in the 
garden with her sunflowers drawing and painting. She was a lovely woman with a fierce 
tongue. And my grandfather Cedric was a boxer for Golden Gloves. He never feared 
death; he told me this year that he "doesn't fear anything" and even though it sounds 
crazy I believe that. He taught me how to box when my family moved to Duluth and I 
started getting picked on in school. A lot of people always wanted to fight my grandfather 
for sport once they would hear who he was, but he would always ignore them and 
continue taping my hands at the boxing gym. I could never keep up with his speed or 
accuracy, but it was important to me to try to impress him with my strength and stamina. 
I don't know if I ever did, but he never treated me with anything less than honor  and 
deep love. He is humble, gentle, and strong. My grandparents have been the core of my 
life: I love their quiet wisdom and am grateful for what they could pass on to me. 
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My Native identity was troubled for a long time. I grew up with my family on the Lake 
Vermillion reservation. My cousins and I spent a lot of time in the woods running around 
and playing games. I think of that as a very idyllic time but sometimes I probably over-
idealize it and then it bums me out. I never really feel like I fit in there but I don't think it 
mattered. When we moved to Duluth my mother put me in ballet classes, and then when 
we would visit the reservation I would dance ballet in the basement. My cousins tolerated 
me fairly well, we weren't judgmental back then. My aunties would drive around in their 
cars listening to 90s and 2000s R&B looking cool and bumping beats. I'd sit in the back 
seat of their cars playing Pokemon on my GameBoy thinking, "This is swell!" (I was a 
nerdy kid). Again, I don't feel like I fit in anywhere, but among my own people it didn't 
feel suffocating to not fit in or to accept their norms because they were mostly my norms 
too, like the language we used to speak to each other and the way we would tease each 
other. When we moved to Duluth honestly the culture shock was overwhelming. I had 
one friend, who was also native, and she was my best friend for a while. I got into fights a 
lot with the other kids, and learned to just not talk in school. I grew up only ever being 
around other natives, but never consciously processed my identity because of that. I 
remember at a really young age seeing Plains Indians on a field trip, with bows and 
arrows. I did not identify with that imagery at all, but everyone said they were Native 
American. I thought to myself, "Maybe I'm not Native American then." Because I never 
had to tell another person my ethnicity on the reservation or even at a powwow because 
we were all the same. In a city I didn't know what I was, but I always felt different and 
strange around most other people in that kind of stifling way. It hurt. When I was 13 my 
grandfather gave me a poem from Chief Dan George about natives who live in a city and 
how painful it is, and that poem resonated with me deeply - how your spirit yearns for 
water and it gets the kind that lives in a bottle. Sometimes you feel like you live in a 
bottle too. 
  
So many Indigenous people talk about the difficulty of "living in two worlds". The 
overuse of the phrase does not really diminish the truth of it. In one world I float 
effortlessly, and then in the other I struggle to walk and have to learn a new gravity. The 
one I struggle in often depends on how long I spend in the other. The two worlds don't 
often meet nicely, but maybe someday they will. When I was in college I struggled 
through the majority of my science classes. I loved biology because I grew up with a 
kinship to plants and animals, but then instructors would teach framework for "what is 
alive?", which to me is a rhetorical question of "what deserves respect?" and then they 
would exclude rocks, water, trees, and ultimately animals too because they are deemed as 
less intelligent. I was an obnoxious student who would always object; "I know water is 
alive. Water is stronger than all of us." In a General Chemistry class we were asked to 
write a statement either supporting or denouncing the storing of nuclear waste in the 
Yucca mountains. I wrote that the mountains were sacred to indigenous people and no 
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one had business storing nuclear waste there. I failed the assignment; my response had 
not been "objective" and I had not been asked to write an ethics essay. I consistently had 
points knocked off for anthropomorphism in my lab reports and eventually gave up on a 
science degree; the classes were too rigid and everyone was speaking a language I didn't 
know. But I only had one other native friend who had even gone to college. When I sat 
and talked with my old friends it started to feel foreign to me. Most everyone I knew had 
not been able to graduate from high school, and talking about college started to seem like 
bragging. A lot of my family members weren't really impressed, they didn't finish college 
and didn't think there was much point to going. I stopped mentioning it, and even still I 
rarely talk about it. 
  
I do see where they're coming from because the diploma on my wall doesn't really change 
my life from day to day; it didn't automatically turn into a job or a new life. It just gave 
me good experiences, and I learned how to teach myself. I could probably do the same 
things without a college degree, but then again it would have hurt my self-esteem not to 
finish mine. The family members that went but didn't graduate... they seem to have the 
most disdain for my degree. I lost touch with some of my family members when I moved 
away and went to college but I needed to be away from home and develop independently. 
It was hard to be completely alone--face things alone, but it forced me to take a hard look 
at myself. Indigenous identity is immensely complicated. I don't wear signifiers to 
express my identity, like feathers or beads or tribal prints, because I'm very comfortable 
and I know who I am. But it does make me uncomfortable when people tell me "You're 
Native American? I thought you were just really tan! You don't act Native." I really 
question how people know how indigenous people "are supposed to act" if they don't 
know any indigenous people personally. I think that's why so many indigenous people 
adopt a kind of performance identity: because they're tired of outsiders questioning their 
authenticity. I think part of it is that people expect me to be "savage" on some level, or 
really in tune with nature. To be honest, I don't know what they expect or what 
stereotypes they are waiting for but when they see how much I am like them it must 
defamiliarize them somehow. I’m different, I’m just different, and I’ve always been 
different. As an adult I’ve learned to accept myself for not fitting in. My grandfather told 
me, "There's good and bad to everything," and I tend to look at my culture through that 
lens. There is a beauty and a resiliency in native teachings: a medicine that could shift the 
way the world is. At the same time, my people are in pain and unsure how to cope. 
Sometimes I don't know how to cope. But I'm still here, and I'm still trying. I try to pass 
on the good things. I keep fighting for my values and trying to get these two worlds to 
join. Like my grandmother, I can always use these traditions to build the framework and 
the new rules for how I will live.   
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Story 63 
 
In June of 1974, my mother taught me how to make God’s Eyes. I was 28 years old. 
Gods Eyes are a Native craft that are made in certain tribes and other indigenous cultures 
across the ocean. In 1976, I started making God’s Eyes again, and it became a family 
affair. My dad would cut all my sticks out for me. He would make the skeletons of the 
designs like a teepee or war bonnet. And with the yarn, I would make the designs he 
wanted. All the Gods Eyes that I made for my mom were hanging all over her wall. One 
day, some people from Montana or Wyoming had a trading post and were looking for 
Native artwork in South Dakota. They heard about my Gods Eyes and came to look at 
them at my folks. They liked them so much that they bought them right then and there. 
When I make Gods Eyes, I make sure to make them when I am in a good place because 
when a Gods Eye is hanging in your home, it represents peace and harmony, And it tells 
people they are welcome when they walk into your home. When people admire your 
work or anything in your household in the Lakota culture, we give it to them. Now when 
I make God’s Eyes, I get sticks that are different lengths. I have to cut the sticks, and 
paint them so the yarn doesn’t slide. I make sure on the two sticks in the middle that I 
paint the four directions. I have been truly blessed with people that like my work. 
Phidamayaye do 
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Story 64 
 
I was always smart, always talented but a series of tragic events led to a destructive 
pattern of life for me, which included gangs/crime, addiction and depression for many 
years and unfortunately like many of my peers, I was on a the fast track to an early grave 
or a long prison sentence, all while I was trying to figure out who I was, what my purpose 
on this Earth was and what to do with my life. I had a very unplanned and unexpected 
spiritual encounter with Jesus of the Bible that transformed my life & my mindset. This is 
my story. Growing up, I was the baby of the family. Some of my earliest memories are 
going to church on Sundays, reading kid’s books with my dad at night, and bumming 
around town with my mom at thrift stores during the day. And yet other memories were 
visiting my sister in prison, our house being shot up with thirty-six bullet holes during a 
drive-by and also the police at our house coming to look for or arrest one of my siblings. 
I guess that you can say I had two lives, two worlds vying for my attention. My life has 
been filled with pain and trauma. I have had to endure a great deal in thirty years that I 
have walked the earth. I have had to visit my siblings in jail and prison, including my 
brother who is currently serving two life sentences at Rush City Prison. I have had to 
bury friends, including one of my close friends who died by gun violence when I was 18 
years old. I have battled my own personal self-inflicted pain, due to my addictions, 
crimes and gang-lifestyle for many years of my life. I have to endure much and have lost 
some of the closest people to me. Even more recently, including my mother who 
unexpectedly passed away three years ago this month, and my oldest brother who just 
passed away a few weeks ago from the cancer that he had been battling for the last few 
years. From age 12 to 21 I didn’t know how to cope with my trauma, my environment, 
my issues. A downward spiral of addiction, crime, parties, jail, violence, near death 
experiences, disappointment, hopelessness and darkness. All those dreams I had of 
playing college football went down the drain. All those A’s on my report cards turned to 
F’s or incompletes. Like so many on this earth I was gifted but I was also hurt, so I would 
drink more, smoke more, snort more, sell more drugs, commit more crimes, fight more 
people in an effort to somehow fill the void that was inside of me.  
 
Starting at age 23, unforeseen and unexpected events occurred that changed me forever. 
The first one was: I was at the local YMCA playing basketball, yet I was also addicted to 
cocaine and using it daily. While running down the court, I had an episode with my heart 
that I perceived to be a heart attack. It wasn’t, but the whole time it was happening all I 
could think about was where I would go when I died. These thoughts haunted me for 
months. The next thing that occurred was on my 21st birthday. I had been partying for 
two to three days straight, and at about 4 am I passed out on a couch in the house I was 
at. I had some time of spiritual encounter or out of body experience vision. It was like my 
spirit came out of my body and I was looking down at myself on this couch, and then I 
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heard the voice of God speak to me and say, “Son, I didn’t create you to waste your life 
and potential like this.” The next day I went and partied again, but something was 
different. It was like God was calling me. I had heard the stories, I had read the bible, 
been to church, but none of that was ever real to me. In fact, I despised church, Christians 
and Jesus for a good ten years of my life. I , like many people, always told myself that if 
God was real, then why is there so much pain in the world. Yet here I am, in this hotel 
room wasted. I’m with like seven or eight other people, and at the end of the night I look 
around at everyone and I say, “Aren’t you sick of this life? All we do is party, do drugs, 
sell drugs, hurt people, hurt ourselves.” At that point they began to look at me like I was 
insane. They told me that I was trippin’ and needed to go to bed. Then I did something I 
never thought I would do. I knelt down by the bedside and began to pray. I prayed out 
loud and said, “Jesus, God, if you’re real like everyone says that you are, then surely you 
can come into my life and change me.” In that moment it was like a million pounds was 
lifted off of me, and for the first time in my life, I felt free, I felt peace. The next day my 
friends came over and partied again, but I no longer had the desire to. I had tried other 
ways, I had been to treatment twice. I had participated in various traditions, ceremonies 
and other religious activities, and for whatever reason none of them freed me like this 
did. 
 
Fast-forward almost ten years later and I am a totally different man. I have a bachelor’s 
degree, I have a wife and a son, I have a good paying job. I have released four albums as 
a rapper and I have been privileged to share my story all around the country. Ten years 
ago, none of this would have ever been possible, if not for that encounter I had. Growing 
up as tri-racial, I had three cultures to learn about, understand or take part in – which has 
always been an ever-expanding experience. I think one of the ways in which it has 
changed for me is going from trying to understand my culture more and learn history and 
traditions to trying to understand what I represent as an educated successful native man in 
a society that is either oppressed, misunderstood or simply ignored us for so long. I went 
from being a statistic and poster child for what society often times thinks about people of 
color or in particular men of color would be, to getting sober going through the process of 
graduating from a university, making music, getting married and starting a family. And 
now I feel that I am a voice for my people and have been privileged to travel rap and 
speak to thousands of indigenous people, and other people groups across this country. 
This humbles me greatly. I feel honored to be a voice for indigenous people, yet that 
comes with a heavy cost and a burden to carry – but sometimes it feels like I am carrying 
Native America on my back, while my people root me on from a distance. When in 
reality, I want my people to join in with me and begin to run the good race with me.  
 
I desire to not just be a voice, but to bridge the gap for my people. Yet it is not easy. I 
remember being the only Native in my entire school when I was attending a local 
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university, and there were  multiple times that I wanted to quit, but I couldn’t give up 
because I felt like that education, that degree, wasn’t just for me, but it was for my people 
and for people like me who grew up being told by others and by ourselves that we would 
never amount to anything. I have to close to fifty reservations around America, and I 
have seen so many talented people – gifted people who need an outlet, who need a 
mentor, who need someone to encourage them and tell them that they can make it. I often 
look at young people and I see myself, so I try to be a resource to them – a resource that I 
never had. While I still travel and do events at times, the majority of the work I do is in 
Minneapolis and in Little earth. My work varies from being a youth pastor to a youth 
worker to a rapper and hip-hop educator. In all of this, and in doing so it had brought a 
sense of community to me personally. As a way to work with people on an individual 
day-to-day basis instead of the large events I was accustomed to. In doing so, I have a 
sense of family, and brotherhood with a lot of people. I look forward to seeing them as 
well as meeting new people almost on a daily basis, while being able to learn about them; 
learn from them and vice-versa. My story doesn’t end here and neither does yours. I leave 
you with a question: Does it bother you that when you look around society, you don’t see 
very many native doctors, politicians, professional athletes, successful business owners, 
etc.? Because it bothers me. I have seen the potential, I have seen the gifts, and I hope 
and pray to one day see more native peoples native rise up and begin to walk in their 
destiny. 
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Story 65 
 
The people who have most influenced me in my life are my Grandparents, nimishoomis 
and nookoomis, and my Great - Grandparents, which my family refers to as pow-wow 
grandpa who's name is Mike shabaiash. His name is "Kiwenz"and my pow-wow grandma 
susan blackhetter who was from the leech lake reservation. Without them I would not be 
here today. When I was a little girl our family would travel up to our home on the Fond 
Du Lac reservation, in Sawyer, MN. This is where our people were forced to relocate to. 
My family knew when it was about time for the big drum ceremony, which was held at 
the sawyer center. On our way up north, I can remember the feeling of joy coming over 
me because I was going to see all my family again. And the comfort within myself of 
hearing the big drum songs again. And to hear my Ojibwe language spoken. The other 
thing I would enjoy to do with my family was to go down the winding gravel road to the 
sugar bush where I was taught to tap and boil sap from the maple tree. My grandfather 
would tell me don’t talk, just listen and watch and learn. Many hours there and a lot of 
hard work. But it was well worth it with the outcome of fresh maple sugar and maple 
syrup. This gave me the sense of who I am as a Native American woman today and the 
teachings I was able to learn and ability to carry on our traditions so I can be a good 
influence on my young students in our world today. I'm proud of my identity and I'm so 
fortunate to have been given the opportunity to learn and be taught our traditional ways 
of life. 
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Story 66 
 
I come from a family of twelve children and was raised by both of my parents. Lillian 
Arnold Stand. I have 7 sisters and 4 brothers. Of my siblings, 2 are in the spirit world, 
along with my dad. I have three grown children, two daughters and one son. I also have 
five grandchildren, two granddaughters and three grandsons. I love my family with all of 
my heart. My parents when I was young used to speak Ojibwe to each other. When we 
went to the rez and visited their family, I would hear them speak Ojibwe. My parents 
took us on family trips, they took us fishing, hunting and ricing,  they taught us to hand 
parch the wild rice, I watched my dad skin a deer. We ate traditional foods a lot more 
back then. Also, we did a lot together. I attended Phillips Jr. High, which was Native 
American prevalent. I felt good there and it was a good time in my life. They offered 
Ojibwe language which I loved and learned to speak enough for greeting and learned to 
listen and know what the conversation is about. To this day, I recall many words and can 
kind of understand a conversation. I used to be able to have some conversations because I 
took the Ojibwe class for three years. My father used to help with the maple sugar camp 
each year in the spring at Heart of the Earth Survival School. My mom, Lillian, taught us 
all life skills and to cook a good dinner. 
 
I lived in South Minneapolis pretty much my entire life. I also lived up north in the 
Cloquet area for 2 and a half years, and then moved back to the cities. I’ve never lived on 
the reservation. 
Going back to my children, my oldest, Rachel, who is 31, Kristen, who is 30, and Alex, 
who is 26. We love doing things together. Such as road trips, going to powwows, 
attending Unity walks, family events together, supporting one another on our different 
journeys. Even attending birthday parties together, off reservation activities and being 
close to our families is who we are. It identifies us as a family and that we show unity 
together. We joke a lot, we support one another and we have a close bond that only we 
can only understand. 
  
One of the reasons for wanting to do a digital story is for my family, including my 
grands, (grandchildren) which includes Amara, who is 15, Aaron “Jr,” who is about to be 
13, Jayden, who is 8, Aadon “King,” who is 7, and Ava Valerie, who is 6. I love spending 
time with them, going hiking, trips to Duluth, powwows, or just having them spend the 
night. One thing that I love to role model, is physical activity, I want them to remember 
me as being able to keep up with them, doing things such as hiking, walking, running, 
and not doing things because I can’t do them with them. I don’t want to inhibit myself 
physically. I want to take care of my body the best that I can. That means exercising and 
eating as healthy as I can. That’s my family. 
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Story 67 
 
House of the bull Buffalo, or Buffalo Bull Lodge is my family last name. Buffalo Bull 
Lodge was a prominent medicine man that lived in the 1860’s and he had the ability to 
perform miracles, surgeries and he also used holistic medicines to heal. His story is 
written in the book called the seven visions of bull lodge, which chronicles the journey of 
his spiritual experiences throughout his life, but also includes his battles and 
achievements. As a young boy of four years old, Bull Lodge was lying on his back in the 
former campsite of the chief medicine pipe, he had experienced a vision of an eagle 
flying above him, when a spirit came to him to give him power, or, as we call it, 
“medicine”. The eagle was soaring in a circle but coming ever closer. Eventually Bull 
Lodge made out a shield and was told to memorize it exactly and whenever he needed 
protection in his life, he was instructed to say, “Protect me now,” Thunder Sing. And the 
shield had protected him for the rest of his life earning him war chief status. 

As a young boy, my naming ceremony was held in the Little Rocky Mountains on the ft 
Belknap Indian reservation. My aunt was strangling pups in the tool shed, my father’s 
father was in prayer for the ceremony and  Pup soup was on the grill. The naming 
ceremony had honored me with the name, Thunder Sing, the protector. Named after my 
great, great, grandfather’s shield. In my 20’s and 30’s, I found myself protesting all over 
the U.S. and in the Caribbean. My mother had called me once and after some 
conversation, she said, “You know, everything you’ve done in your life has been to 
protect others, you’ve really lived up to your name: Thunder Sing the Protector.” I have 
reflected and I was astounded when I had looked back at all the things I had done; From 
being a Security Officer, a NightClub Bouncer, in the Marine Corps (naval security 
forces), Police Officer, AIM Patrol Security, Ceremony Security and Emergency Medical 
Services.  And now I currently own A mixed martial arts school in Minneapolis. Dog 
Soldier Academy was started in south Minneapolis at Little Earth of United Tribes, after I 
was receiving numerous reports of kidnapping and sex trafficking.  I volunteered 
teaching kids and teens to learn self-defense so that they were better equipped to fight off 
would be kidnappers and sex traffickers. For years since, Ive been networking with local 
non profits and law enforcement to teach self defense and de-escalation techniques to 
staff and faculty because I feel sexual violence isn’t just specific to children. Dog Soldier 
Academy is also the first ever Native Owned Martial Arts school in the country with the 
first and only community based program. We held the first ever Native owned and 
operated Brazilian Jiu Jitsu tournament in the world called The Choke Festival. And I am 
looking forward to continued work in the future. 
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Appendix D 
 

Questionnaire and Story Prompts 
 
Native American Digital Storytelling Workshop Questionnaire 
IRB Study #00003534   
Consent Form   

 
A paper copy of this form will be provided to you at the digital storytelling workshop 

 
This consent form explains the research study. Please read it carefully. Ask 
questions about anything you do not understand. Prior to signing this document, 
please feel free to ask any questions that you may have. If you do not have questions 
right now, you are free to ask them at a later time, should any come up. Please keep 
the contact information, should any questions or concerns arise in the future.  
   
You have been invited to participate in a research study called “Systems of Cultural 
Representation: An Examination of Native American Identity and Cultural 
Representations Through Digital Stories.” This study is being conducted by Jillian 
Fish in the Department of Psychology at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities. Dr. 
Moin Syed is the faculty member overseeing this project. 
   
Purpose: The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences that Native American 
adults have with cultural representations through digital stories. This study will explore 
the types of cultural representations that influence Native Americans and how individuals 
relate to cultural representations, as well as individuals’ experiences with historical 
trauma, well-being, and identity. The purpose of the study will be to gather personal 
stories regarding the experiences individuals have with cultural representations through 
digital stories and through a survey measure. During the digital storytelling workshop, 
participants will create a digital story of an experience they have had with a cultural 
representation. 
   
Procedure: If you agree to be a part of this study, you will be asked to participate in an 
8-hour digital storytelling workshop that will take place over the course of a day. Before 
attending the digital storytelling workshop, you will complete a survey measure asking 
about yourself, culture, identity, and wellbeing, as well as write your digital story 
narrative with the guide of writing prompts. During the digital storytelling workshop, you 
will create a digital story with images, a voiceover, and music. You will be contacted 6-
months after the digital storytelling workshop to complete a second survey, which is 
expected to take 45-minutes to complete. Withdrawing from this study will have no 
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foreseeable negative effects. There are no consequences to withdrawing that would effect 
a participant’s relationships with the University of Minnesota or the Minneapolis 
American Indian Center. At the end of the digital storytelling workshop, you will be 
presented with the option to sign a release permitting researchers to share your digital 
story for viewing and educational purposes. 
  
Risks: The known risks associated with this study include the possibility that you might 
become upset thinking about some of the questions or topics in this study, however, the 
risk is minimal. If this should occur, the principal investigator, Jillian Fish, will be on 
hand in case you need to talk or ask questions during or after the workshop. Additionally, 
you will be provided with a resource list upon completion of the workshop. Another 
potential risk is the breach of confidentiality (on the part of the digital storytelling 
workshop members), due to the small workshop size. Although the researcher cannot 
ensure that participants will respect each other’s privacy, workshop members will be 
reminded of the importance of maintaining confidentiality and will be asked to not share 
information about other workshop members with people who are not involved in the 
workshop. Although the risks of breaching confidentiality have been addressed, there are 
times where confidentiality must be breached. The researcher (or a participant in the 
workshop who may be a mandated reporter) will be required to breach confidentiality if 
abuse is discussed and remains unreported, if there is a potential for harm to self or harm 
to other group members, and/or threats of harm to others outside of the group. Any 
significant new findings developed during the course of this research that uncover new 
risks, which may affect your willingness to continue participation, will be provided to 
you in writing. 
  
Benefits: There is no direct benefit to participating in the study. However, the results of 
this study will be used to gain a greater understanding of Native Americans experiences 
with cultural representations. Information received from this study will be used to help 
raise awareness of Native Americans’ experiences with cultural representations and for 
those who sign a release permitting researchers to share their digital stories, digital stories 
will be used to educate the public on issues that are discussed in the digital stories. 
   
Compensation: Participants who have been deemed eligible and who participate in the 
study will receive 1) a $20 gift card for completing the survey and writing their digital 
story prior to the workshop and 2) an additional $20 gift card for participating in the 
digital storytelling workshop for a possible total of $40 in gift cards. Participants will be 
provided lunch during the digital storytelling workshop. If for any reason you begin to 
feel uncomfortable during the study, you are free to withdraw your data and participation 
from the study. You will receive compensation even if you decide to withdraw from the 
study. There are no consequences to withdrawing that would effect a participant’s 
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relationships with the University of Minnesota or the Minneapolis American Indian 
Center. 
   
Confidentiality: Your individual privacy will be maintained in all written and published 
data resulting from the study. We want to assure you that all of your responses will be 
kept completely confidential and will never be identified with your name. Your name, 
your questionnaire, and your digital story will be kept separately in password-protected 
computers. Only the researchers will have access to the research records. All information 
will be destroyed after five years from the date of the digital storytelling workshop in 
accordance with APA standards. The only exception would be your digital story if you 
choose to sign a release permitting researchers to share your digital story on a public 
website for viewing and educational purposes. 
   
Joining of Your Own Free Will (Volunteering for this Study): Your participation in 
this study is completely voluntary. You have the right to refuse to participate or to answer 
any question. You are also free to withdraw from the study at anytime. There are no 
consequences to withdrawing that would effect a participant’s relationships with the 
University of Minnesota or the Minneapolis American Indian Center. Information that we 
have collected from you for this study will then be destroyed. You may become 
emotional during this study. If the researcher believes that the digital storytelling 
workshop might be affected by your emotional experience, she may decide to withdraw 
your participation from the study and will refer you to appropriate sources for follow up. 
Any significant new findings developed during the course of the research, which may 
relate to your continued participation will be provided to you. 
   
For Further Information: You may ask any questions you have now. If you have 
questions later, you are encouraged to contact Jillian Fish ([716] 715-4550; 
fishx174@umn.edu) or Dr. Syed ([612] 625-9501; moin@umn.edu). You may also 
contact the faculty member overseeing this project, Moin Syed at moin@umn.edu. If you 
have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 
other than the researchers, you are encouraged to contact Research Subjects’ Advocate 
line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware Street S.E., Minneapolis MN 55455; telephone (612) 
625-1650. You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
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Please select one of two options below: 

o I have read the above information and consent to participate in the study. (By 
selecting this option, you have read the consent form and agree to participate in this 
study.)  

o I have read the above information and do not consent to participate in the study. 
(By selecting this option, you have read the consent form and decline to participate in 
this study).  

 
Please enter your first and last name below (this information will be removed from your 
survey responses when finished): 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please enter your email address to be send your $20 Amazon Gift Card for completing 
the questionnaire before your scheduled workshop: 

________________________________________________________________ 
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There are two parts to this survey. First, you will answer questions about yourself, 
culture, identity, and wellbeing. After that, you will then write your digital story 
narrative, which is what you will use to create your digital story during the digital 
storytelling workshop.  
  
 In order to participate in the digital storytelling workshop you are scheduled for, we 
ask that you complete this survey by noon the day before the workshop so that the study 
coordinator can bring your story to the workshop for you to create a digital story.  
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Age: 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Gender: 

o Male  

o Female  

o Two Spirit  

o Other ________________________________________________ 
 
 
Do you identify yourself as American Indian, Native American, Alaska Native, 
Indigenous, or First Nations? 

o Yes  

o No  
 
 
What is your tribal affiliation? 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Highest level of education: 

o No school  

o Elementary school  

o Middle school/Junior high  

o Some high school  

o High school diploma  

o Associates degree or equivalent (2 year degree)  

o Bachelor's degree (4 year degree)  

o Master's degree  

o Doctorate or Professional degree  
 
 
Source of income: 

� Full time employment  

� Part time employment  

� Unemployment benefits  

� Public assistance  

� Pension  

� SSI  

� SSD  

� Alimony  
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Next, I have a few questions about Native American culture and White culture.  
 
Some families have special activities or traditions that take place every year. How many 
of these special activities are based on Native American culture or White culture in your 
family? 
 

 None Not much Some A lot 

Native 
American 
Culture  o  o  o  o  
White 

Culture  o  o  o  o  
 
 
 
How much does your family do special things together that are based on Native 
American culture or White culture? 

 None Not much Some A lot 

Native 
American 
Culture  o  o  o  o  

White Culture  o  o  o  o  
 
 
How much does your family live by or follow Native American culture or White culture? 
 

 None Not much Some A lot 

Native 
American 
Culture  o  o  o  o  

White Culture  o  o  o  o  
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How much do you live by or follow Native American culture or White culture? 
 None Not much Some A lot 

Native 
American 
Culture  o  o  o  o  
White 

Culture  o  o  o  o  
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How important is your ethnic background to your sense of who you are, your identity? 

o Not at all  

o A little bit  

o A fair amount  

o A lot  
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Please use the following scale to indicate how often you think about each item: 
 

 Never 

Yearly 
or only 

at special 
times 

Monthly Weekly Daily 
Several 
times a 

day 

The loss of 
our land.  o  o  o  o  o  o  

The loss of 
our language.  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Losing our 
traditional 
spiritual 
ways.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  
The loss of 
our family 

ties because 
of boarding 

schools.  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

The loss of 
families from 

the 
reservation to 
government 
relocation.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

The loss of 
self-respect 
from poor 

treatment by 
government 

officials.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

The loss of 
trust in 

Whites from 
broken 
treaties.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  
Losing our 

culture.  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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The losses 
from the 
effects of 

alcoholism 
on our 
people.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Loss of 
respect by 

our children 
and 

grandchildren 
for elders.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Loss of our 
people 

through early 
death.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  
Loss of 

respect by 
our children 

for traditional 
ways.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Now I would like to ask you about how you feel when you think about these losses. 
Please respond to each item using the following scale: 
 

 Never Seldom Sometimes Often Always 

Sadness or 
depression  o  o  o  o  o  

Anger  o  o  o  o  o  
Anxiety or 

nervousness  o  o  o  o  o  
Uncomfortable 
around White 
people when 

you think 
about these 

losses  

o  o  o  o  o  

Shame when 
you think of 
these losses  o  o  o  o  o  

A loss of 
concentration  o  o  o  o  o  
Feel isolated 

or distant from 
other people 

when you 
think of these 

losses  

o  o  o  o  o  

A loss of sleep  o  o  o  o  o  
Rage  o  o  o  o  o  

Fearful or 
distrust the 
intention of 

White people  
o  o  o  o  o  

Feel like it is 
happening 

again  o  o  o  o  o  
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Feel like 
avoiding 
places or 

people that 
remind you of 
these losses  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Please use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you disagree or agree with 
the statements below: 
 

 

Strongl
y 

disagre
e 

Disagre
e 

Somewha
t disagree 

Neutra
l 

Somewha
t agree 

Agre
e 

Strongl
y agree 

I feel good 
about Native 

American 
people.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
I am happy that 

I am Native 
American.  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
I feel that 

Native 
Americans have 

made major 
accomplishmen

ts and 
advancements.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I often regret 
that I am Native 

American.  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
I am proud to 

be Native 
American.  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

I feel that the 
Native 

American 
community has 
made valuable 

contributions to 
this society.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Please use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you disagree or agree with 
the statements below: 
 

 Strongly 
disagree Disagree Somewhat 

disagree Neutral Somewhat 
agree Agree Strongly 

agree 

Overall, 
Native 

Americans 
are 

considered 
good by 
others.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

In general, 
others 
respect 
Native 

Americans.  
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Most 
people 

consider 
Native 

Americans, 
on the 

average, to 
be more 

ineffective 
than other 

racial 
groups.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Native 
Americans 

are not 
respected 

by the 
broader 
society.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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In general, 
other 

groups 
view 

Native 
Americans 

in a 
positive 
manner.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Society 
views 
Native 

American 
people as 
an asset.  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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In this country, people come from many different countries and cultures, and there are 
many different words to describe the different back-grounds or ethnic groups that people 
come from. Some examples of the names of ethnic groups are Hispanic or Latino, Black 
or African American, Asian American, Chinese, Filipino, American Indian, Mexican 
American, Caucasian or White, Italian American, and many others.  These questions are 
about your ethnicity or your ethnic group and how you feel about it or react to it. 
In terms of ethnic group, I consider myself to be: 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Use the numbers below to indicate how much you agree or disagree with each statement: 

 Strongly 
disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree 

I have spent 
time trying to 
find out more 

about my 
ethnic group, 

such as its 
history, 

traditions, and 
customs.  

o  o  o  o  

I am active in 
organizations 

or social 
groups that 

include mostly 
members of 

my own ethnic 
group.  

o  o  o  o  

I have a clear 
sense of my 

ethnic 
background 
and what it 

means for me.  

o  o  o  o  

I think a lot 
about how my 

life will be 
affected by 
my ethnic 

group 
membership.  

o  o  o  o  

I am happy 
that I am a 

member of the 
group I belong 

to.  
o  o  o  o  

I have a strong 
sense of 

belonging to o  o  o  o  
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my own ethnic 
group.  

I understand 
pretty well 
what my 

ethnic group 
membership 
means to me.  

o  o  o  o  

In order to 
learn more 
about my 

ethnic 
background, I 

have often 
talked to other 
people about 

my ethnic 
group.  

o  o  o  o  

I have a lot of 
pride in my 

ethnic group.  o  o  o  o  
I participate in 

cultural 
practices of 

my own 
group, such as 
special food, 

music, or 
customs.  

o  o  o  o  

I feel a strong 
attachment 
towards my 
own ethnic 

group.  
o  o  o  o  

I feel good 
about my 
cultural or 

ethnic 
background.  

o  o  o  o  
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Please select the option that reflects your agreement with each statement: 
 

 Strongly 
disagree Disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

In most 
ways my 

life is 
close to 
ideal.  

o  o  o  o  o  
The 

conditions 
of my life 

are 
excellent.  

o  o  o  o  o  
I am 

satisfied 
with my 

life.  
o  o  o  o  o  

So far I 
have 

gotten the 
important 
things I 
want in 

life.  

o  o  o  o  o  

If I could 
live my 

life over, I 
would 
change 
almost 

nothing.  

o  o  o  o  o  
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During the past 30 days, about how often did you feel... 
 

 None of 
the time 

A little of 
the time 

Some of 
the time 

Most of 
the time 

All of the 
time 

...nervous?  o  o  o  o  o  
...hopeless?  o  o  o  o  o  
...restless or 

fidgety?  o  o  o  o  o  
...so 

depressed 
that nothing 
could cheer 

you up?  
o  o  o  o  o  

...that 
everything 

was an 
effort?  

o  o  o  o  o  
...worthless?  o  o  o  o  o  
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Great job answering those questions!    
    
We will now ask you to write your digital story narrative. Your digital story 
narrative is what you will use in the digital storytelling workshop to create your own 
digital story. You can write about any personal or family experience encountering 
representations of Native American culture.    
    
To get started, we will ask you a few questions about the kind of digital story you 
would like to write. 
 
Are you sharing your own story or your family's story? 

o My own story  

o My family's story  
 
To get started, please select one of our story topics below: 

o A story about growth  

o A story about family  

o A story about a cultural object  

o A story about identity and place in society  
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Great choice! You selected to write a digital story about growth. Here are some tips to 
help you get started writing:    

• There are six prompts below. You do not need to respond to all of the prompts, 
however, we suggest you respond to at least three of the prompts to write your 
story.    

• Digital stories are 3-5 minutes long, which is about 300-500 words. Each text box 
below fits about 150 words.  

• Think of this as a draft of your digital story! It's okay if it isn't perfect. You will 
put the finishing touches on it at the digital storytelling workshop.   

 
Describe how you came to be who you are today. 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
Describe what your life was like growing up.  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
Who or what influenced you? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Has your relationship with your culture changed over time? How so? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
How did you feel about these experiences? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
How has the Native American culture in the Twin Cities or Duluth influenced you? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Great choice! You selected to write a digital story about family. Here are some tips to 
help you get started writing:  

• There are six prompts below. You do not need to respond to all of the prompts, 
however, we suggest you respond to at least three of the prompts to write your 
story.    

• Digital stories are 3-5 minutes long, which is about 300-500 words. Each text box 
below fits about 150 words.   

• Think of this as a draft of your digital story! It's okay if it isn't perfect. You will 
put the finishing touches on it at the digital storytelling workshop.   

 
Describe the members of your family and their relationships.  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
How did some of your family members talk about your culture? How did this affect you? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
Do you think about your culture in similar or different ways than your family? Why? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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________________________________________________________________ 
 
Where have you lived? How have those places affected your life and how you think 
about your culture? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
What important experiences has your family shared? Do you have different experiences 
than your family? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
How did each person feel about these experiences? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Great choice! You selected to write a digital story about a cultural object. Here are some 
tips to help you get started writing:   

• There are six prompts below. You do not need to respond to all of the prompts, 
however, we suggest you respond to at least three of the prompts to write your 
story.    

• Digital stories are 3-5 minutes long, which is about 300-500 words. Each text box 
below fits about 150 words.  

• Think of this as a draft of your digital story! It's okay if it isn't perfect. You will 
put the finishing touches on it at the digital storytelling workshop.   

 
Describe the cultural object. 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
How did you get this cultural object? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
What does this cultural object mean to you? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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What people or experiences does this cultural object make you think of? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
What role has it played in your life? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
How has its importance to you changed over time? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Great choice! You selected to write a digital story about identity and place in society. 
Here are some tips to help you get started writing:   

• There are six prompts below. You do not need to respond to all of the prompts, 
however, we suggest you respond to at least three of the prompts to write your 
story.    

• Digital stories are 3-5 minutes long, which is about 300-500 words. Each text box 
below fits about 150 words.  

• Think of this as a draft of your digital story! It's okay if it isn't perfect. You will 
put the finishing touches on it at the digital storytelling workshop.   

 
Who are the people who have most influenced your life? How have they affected you? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
Where have you lived? How have those places affected your life and how you think 
about your culture? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
What are the experiences that have most influenced you and how you think about your 
culture? Why? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
What do you want others to understand about you, your life, and your culture? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
  



 

 344 

Thank you for your interest in the digital storytelling workshop project! Unfortunately, 
you are not eligible to participate because you do not identify as American Indian, Native 
American, Alaska Native, Indigenous, or First Nations.  
 
If you are done with your survey, please click the bottom right arrow to submit it!    
Nyà:wę (thank you) for completing the survey. We will have your digital story 
narrative for you to complete at the digital storytelling workshop.    
 

 
*IMPORTANT* 

 
What should you do to prepare for the workshop? Please gather photos, music, and 
any other documents you would like to use in your digital story. Photos, music, and 
other documents can be stored on your phone or we can scan photos in during the 

workshop. Please bring these things with you to the workshop.    
    

We are looking forward to seeing you at the digital storytelling workshop you signed 
up for! Please contact Jill Fish if you have any questions before then.    

    
 

 
 
  



 

 345 

Appendix E 
 

Tier I and II Coding Manual 
 

Final Version 
 
The purpose of this coding manual is to provide a means for understanding the structure 
of Native American peoples’ stories through the ecological systems model. This coding 
manual is based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1994) ecological systems model and the 
reconceptualized model for Native Americans (Fish & Syed, 2018). This coding manual 
is intended for use with qualitative data from digital story narratives of Native American 
peoples.  
 
Introduction to the Coding Manual 
The following coding manual is organized by code type (frequency, salience) and by the 
last three levels of the reconceptualized ecological systems model. Coding will capture 
the 1) frequency of the micro, meso, and exosystem in digital story narratives, 2) salience 
of the micro, meso, and exosystem in digital story narratives, and 3) salience of the 
chronosystem and macrosystem in the previous three systems in digital story narratives.  
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Tier I 
 

General Coding Practices 
Coding will be carried out iteratively in which each system is coded for in a sequential 
manner until complete for each digital story narrative. 
 
Coding for frequency and salience will occur independently of one another, however, the 
codes may be related to one another. For instance, if there is an absence of a system in a 
digital story narrative, the corresponding codes for frequency and salience will be 0.  
 
Frequency – Microsystem, Mesosystem, Exosystem 
Each story will be coded for the frequency of micro, meso, and exosystems. This will be 
determined by counting the number of distinct and important systems in each digital 
story narrative.  
 
Thus, to be counted, systems should be given subjective importance, significance, or 
meaning by the author. Questions that can help guide coders in determining importance 
include:  

Is the author ascribing importance to a system?  
What does the author say that makes this system important? 
Does the author note why this system has meaning? 
Does the author state what function this system serves for them? 

 
Note on importance. Importance must be more than an objective statement of value or  

importance (e.g., “I value my children,” “Ceremony is important to me”) or 
objectively talked about (“I went to Catholic School everyday,” “My children and 
grandchildren have Native names”) but must describe a process of how the 
author relates to the system, how it has impacted them, or show a degree of 
elaboration throughout the story (for people or places that figure into the story). 

 
List should be a red flag for importance that indicates a section deserves extra 
scrutiny. Is the author objectively listing these systems? Is the author truly 
ascribing subjective importance to the systems in the list or are they making an 
objective statement of value? 

 
Some systems that should be a red flag that indicates to the coders to employ 
extra scrutiny includes children, siblings, parents, and schools. Instead of 
assuming importance due to the coders own references of systems, use the 
aforementioned guiding questions on importance to determine if the author is 
actually ascribing importance or significance.  
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Note on distinctness. Systems should be counted once per distinct system in the digital 
story narrative.  
 
For frequency, highlight the word or phrase that is coded as a system.  
Microsystems should be highlighted in green 
Mesosystems should be highlighted in teal 
Exosystems should be highlighted in magenta.  
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Salience – Microsystem, Mesosystem, Exosystem 
Each story will be coded for salience of systems, which refers to the quality of being 
noticeable or important, in digital story narratives, as well as the amount of story that is 
dedicated to system, which can be thought of as “airtime” allotted to a given system in a 
story. The systems that were coded for frequency previously will now be coded 
holistically (i.e., microsystem, mesosystem, and exosystem) for salience. Each of the 
three systems will be coded for salience on the following 4-point Likert-type scale: 
 
0 - System does not figure in their story 
1 - System figures slightly in their story 
2 - System figures moderately in their story  
3 - System figures prominently in their story  
 
To determine codes for salience, it can be helpful to assess salience for systems relative 
to one another. For instance, unless systems figure similarly in story – in terms of 
ascribed importance and length – systems should be given different codes.  
 
Note on 0. Systems should receive a 0 for salience only if system is completely absent 
from story.  
 
Note on 1. Systems should receive a 1 for salience if a given system is mentioned 
minimally in story. This can be as little as one sentence, but can be longer depending on 
the length of story. What is considered minimal in a half-page story will differ from what 
is considered minimal in a two-page story. Similarly, systems that receive more airtime in 
a story but are not talked about with much depth may receive a 1, unless that system is 
talked about throughout the story (see Note on 3 below).  
 
Note on 2. Systems should receive a 2 for salience if a given system is mentioned 
moderately in the story, but not seen throughout the story in its entirety. If coders are 
debating between coding a system as 1 or 2 due to the airtime a particular system is given 
in a story, coders should use importance or depth of system to determine final code.  
 
Note on 3. Systems should receive a 3 for salience if a given system is mentioned 
throughout or near throughout the story. 
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Systems (3) 
 
Microsystem: Microsystems refer to a pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal 
interactions that are experienced by a person who is developing within a particular setting 
with specific physical and material characteristics that invite, permit, or inhibit 
interactions with the immediate environment. Microsystems are environments (e.g., 
places, people) individuals regularly interact with that will have a direct impact on the 
individual’s life. To be coded as a microsystem, the author must ascribe it subjective 
importance, rather than refer to it objectively.  
 

Examples of Microsystem: Peer or friend group author indicates 
regularly interacting with (e.g., Natives, Whites, Blacks, non-
Natives), communities of people (depending on interactions, see 
note below), specific peer or friend author has important 
interactions with, parents (as a pair or as individuals depending on 
the author's narrative), teachers, ceremony (should be very 
explicitly referred to, not implied by tobacco use), schools, 
colleges, universities, specific neighborhoods (e.g., Little Earth, 
South Minneapolis, North Minneapolis, east side of Saint Paul, 
reservations), etc.  

 
For parents to be coded as a pair, the author should speak about 
them as a unit (e.g., my parents, my mom and dad), rather than 
individually (e.g., my mom…, my dad…). If the author speaks 
about them both as individuals and as a pair, they should be coded 
as individuals as this is the smallest unit of analysis. Questions 
coders can ask for this include: Does the author refer to their 
parents as a pair or as individuals? If author refers to parents as a 
pair, is this as a microsystem or is it in reference to a mesosystem? 

 
For schools to be coded as a microsystem, coders should consider 
the nature of interactions. Schools from elementary school through 
college can be considered microsystems as they are spaces the 
developing individual is regularly interacting with. However, if the 
author speaks of people, places, or things within school that they 
do not regularly interact with (e.g., policies, administrators, sports 
teams), that should be coded as an exosystem.  

 
Communities of people can be coded as microsystems if the author 
indicates interacting with said community on a regular basis (e.g., 
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group of Native elders in elder housing because it is in the author’s 
immediate environment).  

 
Mesosystem: This system is defined by the interrelations among multiple settings 
wherein a developing individual is an active participant. Mesosystems are a system of 
microsystems or interactions between microsystems. Coders can code for mesosystems 
even if the microsystems in question were not coded as microsystems previously. That is, 
the author can ascribe subjective importance to an interaction between microsystems that 
impacted them, but that they do not speak of individually. Again, to be coded as a 
mesosystem, the author must ascribe it subjective importance, rather than refer to it 
objectively.  
 

Examples of Mesosystems: Explicit parent-peer interactions that 
author isn’t a part of (e.g., parents abused siblings), parent-parent 
interactions (e.g., mom and dad fighting, mom and dad divorcing, 
mom and dad being loving towards one another), parent-teacher 
interactions, etc.  

 
To code mesosystems, coders should ask: Is there an interaction 
between two microsystems that the author ascribes importance? 

 
Exosystem: Exosystems refer to the interrelations between one or more settings, where at 
least one of the settings does not involve the developing individual as an active 
participant. Exosystems indirectly influence developing individuals, as individuals are 
not active participants in exosystems. In other words, exosystems are systems that a 
person may have direct interaction with from time to time, but otherwise, are systems that 
they do not regularly interact with.  
 

Examples of Exosystems: Mass media, parents work, 
administration, policies (this can be thought of in terms of the 
government; authors may refer to eras of certain policies that 
impacted Natives, etc.), neighbors (if contact is largely indirect), 
museums, sports teams, extended family including aunts and uncles, 
cousins, grandparents, (if the nature of the relationship isn’t 
immediate, that is, if it is truly extended family), cities, communities 
of people, or the relationship between any microsystem and 
exosystem, or between two exosystems. 
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Extended family can be coded as a microsystem if the author 
indicates living with this person or being raised by them, otherwise, 
extended family should be coded as an exosystem. 

 
Communities of people should be coded as an exosystem if the 
author does not indicate having regular, sustained interactions with 
them. For instance, if the author mentions a reservation as an 
important place, that should be coded as a microsystem, however, if 
they mention the people of a reservation, that should be coded as an 
exosystem.  

 
To code exosystems, coders should ask: Does the author interact 
with this system regularly (i.e., daily)? Is this system a part of the 
authors immediate environment regularly? If there is a microsystem, 
is it interacting with a less direct, less immediate system to form an 
exosystem? 
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Tier II 
 
General Coding Practices for Salience & Type – Chronosystem, Macrosystem 
Once stories have been coded for frequency and salience of microsystems, mesosystems, 
and exosystems in the previous phase, we will then code for the extent to which 
chronosystems (i.e., history) and macrosystems (i.e., culture) figure into (salience) the 
previous three systems in a given story, and then code for the nature of (type) the 
interaction between the systems. This will occur through a two-step coding process.  
 

• Two-Step Coding Process 
 

Previous Phase of Coding: Story was coded for microsystems, 
mesosystems, and exosystems. 
 
This Phase of Coding – Salience:  First, coders will determine the extent 
to which history or culture is salient in story’s microsystems, or in other 
words, the extent to which history or culture figures into story’s 
microsystems.  
 
This Phase of Coding – Type: If coded as salient, we will immediately 
render a second, follow-up code regarding the nature of the interaction 
between history or culture and microsystems, or the way history or culture 
figures into microsystems. If not coded as salient, we will render a second, 
follow-up code that reflects this with the number 3 (see below in section 
on Type).  
 
Next: Once salience and type is coded for history and microsystems, we 
will repeat this process with history and mesosystems, and history and 
exosystems. Then we will repeat the process for culture and microsystems, 
culture and mesosystems, and culture and exosystems.  

 
• We are coding for history and culture from the perspective of the authors, or how 

they describe their world in their stories. While coders may make interpretations, 
inferences, or assumptions based off of what authors say in their stories, coders 
should always return to the perspective of the author.  
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Systems (2) 
 
Chronosystems (History): Chronosystems broadly refer to time. For the purposes of this 
project, we define time as historical or cohort shifts across generations. In other words, 
we are conceptualizing chronosystems as history beyond an individual’s lifetime. Coders 
are assessing for the extent to which an author refers to history beyond their lifetime, time 
that extends backwards before the author’s life, or things that occurred beyond the 
author’s lifetime that impacts them in each of the systems. 
 

Examples of Chronosystems: History is captured by author’s 
reference to history or timeframe beyond their lifespan. Cue words 
author might use for history beyond their lifespan include: history, 
ancestors, colonialism, family history, past boarding school 
attendance through family members, things passed down from 
generations past, and generational trends. To code for 
chronosystems, there must be a clear reference to time/history 
beyond an author’s lifespan, historical trauma, or the system being 
coded for must be clearly nested in a time/history beyond authors 
lifespan.  

 
Macrosystems (Culture): Macrosystems broadly refer to culture, including 1) the culture 
of the dominant society (e.g., White culture in the U.S., Christianity, Predominantly 
White Colleges, cultures outside of the U.S), 2) subcultures nested within those (e.g., 
Native American culture whether it is traditional or not), and 3) opportunities granted to 
or denied to people, either as a member of a particular culture or subculture or through 
interacting with a culture or subculture (e.g., experiencing racism or discrimination, being 
able to be enrolled or not, experiencing lateral violence or within-group discrimination). 
Coders should be coding for the presence of all cultures and subcultures. 

 
Examples of Macrosystems: Culture is captured by traditions, 
beliefs, ideologies, customs, norms, and institutional and cultural 
trends related to the aforementioned areas. This may come in the 
form of racism, discrimination, being denied opportunities, being 
treated different, participating in cultural activities, hobbies, or 
traditions, hanging out with similar people, listening to particular 
types of music, etc. Vague references to culture should not be 
interpreted and should be connected to culture to be coded (e.g., 
“My dad was a hunter, trapper, and guide, like a real traditional 
Ojibwe person” would be coded; “My dad was a hunter, trapper, 
and guide” would not be coded). This can be beyond author’s 
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lifetime or within it. As such, there is likely to be a degree of 
overlap between history and culture. 
 

Salience 
Salience during this phase can be thought of the extent to which history or culture figures 
into the previous three systems, individually and respectively. This can also be thought of 
in terms of the degree to which two systems interact with one another in a given story.  
 
Similar to the previous phase of coding, salience refers to the quality of being noticeable, 
talked about, important, or elaborated upon, as well as the amount of narrative that 
history and culture are given in a micro-, meso-, exosystem. This can also be thought of 
as “airtime”. For cultural or historical importance, author can indicate subjective or 
objective importance, but importance is not necessary to be coded. We will code for the 
salience of chronosystems and macrosystems in the three aforementioned systems on the 
following 4-point Likert-type scale: 
 
0 – (History, Culture) does not figure into (micro, meso, exo)system (i.e., history or  

culture is not talked about in any of the systems) 
1 – (History, Culture) figures slightly into (micro, meso, exo)system (i.e., history or  

culture is talked about in a minimal amount of the systems, but not all) 
2 – (History, Culture) figures moderately into (micro, meso, exo)system (i.e., history or  

culture is talked about in a moderate amount of the systems, but not all) 
3 – (History, Culture) figures prominently into (micro, meso, exo)system (i.e., history or  

culture is talked about in a high proportion, almost all, or all of the systems) 
 
Note on 0. Systems should receive a 0 for salience only if system (history or culture) is 
completely absent from micro-, meso-, or exosystem in their entirety OR if system was 
coded as absent in story in previous phase of coding (e.g., if mesosystem was given a 0 
previously, it would receive a 0 here).  
 
Note on 1. Systems should receive a 1 for salience if system (history or culture) is 
mentioned minimally in the micro-, meso-, or exosystems coded for in a story. Example: 
If there are three microsystems in a story and a system (history or culture) is only salient 
in one of them, then that will receive a 1.  

 
Note on 2. Systems should receive a 2 for salience if system (history or culture) is 
mentioned moderately in the system being analyzed, but not seen throughout the system 
in its entirety (e.g., history or culture is mentioned in three of six microsystems in a story, 
then it would receive a 2).  
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Note on 3. Systems should receive a 3 for salience if system (history or culture) is 
mentioned near throughout (i.e., high proportion of systems) or throughout micro-, meso-
, or exosystem, and/or show a high degree of elaboration near throughout or throughout 
systems.  
 
Type 
Once salience is determined in the previous step, coders will then immediately render a 
second, follow-up code to determine the nature of the interaction between the two 
systems, or the way one system (history or culture) figures into another (micro-, meso-, 
or exosystem). Type will determine if history or culture is talked about as being absent 
or missing in a system (what we will call negative), if history or culture is present in a 
system (what we will call positive), or both (what we will call mixed). If a 0 is rendered 
for salience in the previous step, there will be no follow-up code for type.  
 
Note on Type. Coding does not take into consideration whether history or culture are 
talked about positively or negatively or has a positive or negative effect, but rather, if it is 
noted as missing, lacking, or absent, or if it is noted as present in the system.  
 
Coders will determine the code for type on the following 3-point Likert-type scale: 
 
-1 – Negative; History or culture figures into (micro, meso, exo)systems through the  

absence or lack of history or culture in systems (i.e., to receive this code, author  
must state that there was a lack of history or culture, that it was missing  
from a system, or that it was absent) 

0 – Mixed; History of culture figures variably into (micro, meso, exo)systems through  
both the absence and presence of culture and history in systems (i.e., this is  
coded if there is any combination of the above (e.g., culture or history is  
explicitly missing but comes into play later) 

1 – Positive; History or culture figures into (micro, meso, exo)systems through the  
presence of history or culture in systems (i.e., this will typically be coded for if  
there is a presence of any form of culture for better (e.g., regalia, beading) or  
worse (e.g., Christian upbringing, experiencing discrimination).  

 
Note on -1. System should receive a -1 for type if system (history or culture) is noted by 
author as being absent, missing, or lacking from the system(s) coded as salient in the 
previous step (e.g., if a story has three microsystems and history or culture figures into 
two of them, then author must note that those two systems lacked history or culture, to 
be coded as a -1).  
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Note on 0. System should receive a 0 for type if there is a mixture of absence and 
presence of systems (history or culture) across the system being analyzed. To receive this 
code, there may be an absence of history or culture in one microsystem, but a presence of 
history or culture in another microsystem, or a mixture of the two within one 
microsystem. Example: “Inner city public school (microsystem) had no teaching or 
curricular lessons (-1, Negative) about Native culture until Mr. Blackhawk arrived (1 – 
Positive).” Therefore, it is mixed.  
 
Note on 1. System should receive a 1 for type if there is the presence of history or culture 
in the system(s) coded as salient in the previous step (e.g., if a story has four exosystems 
and history or culture figures into three of them, then author must note that those 
three systems include history or culture to be coded as a 1) (e.g., “we went to powwows 
(culture) with my parents (microsystem) in the summer”). These examples indicate that 
there was the presence of systems (history or culture) in microsystems.  
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Appendix F 
 

Tier III Coding Manual 
 

Final Version 
 

The purpose of this coding manual is to provide a means to better understand the content 
of Native American peoples’ stories, with an emphasis on representations. This coding 
manual is based on previous work on representations of Native Americans, as well as 
qualitative data collected from Native American peoples’ digital stories. This coding 
manual is intended for use with qualitative data from narrative transcripts of Native 
American peoples.  
 
Introduction to the Coding Manual 
The following coding manual is organized by 1) general content categories (i.e., culture 
content, history content) and 2) representations. First, coding will capture the culture and 
history content of the digital story narratives. For the second step, a follow-up code will 
be rendered to determine whether the culture and history that was previously coded for 
includes a representation. 
 
General Coding Practices 
Coding will be carried out iteratively in which each content category is coded for in a 
sequential manner until complete for each digital story narrative. Follow-up codes for 
cultural representations will be rendered immediately after content is coded for.  
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History Content 
Each story will be coded for historical content. Coding will occur within the stories in the 
previous systems we found history to be salient.  
 
Coding for the presence of the following categories will occur on the following 2-point 
Likert-type scale:  
 
0 - Absent 
1 - Present 
 
History content includes the following categories: 
 
Historical Trauma 
See definition for Historical Trauma under Culture Content. This will be coded for 
once, though it appears in both categories because it is simultaneaously a historical and 
cultural phenomenon. 
 

CODED Example: “The history of historical trauma that has been passed on 
from generation to generation continues to carry a memory of both negative and 
positive effects. Whether that be the continuous feeling of oppression that is 
passed down through physical, emotional, and sexual abuse, isolation and 
separation from our families and cultural way of life. Or the beautiful innate 
feelings of our traditional lifestyles filled with ceremonies, cultural medicines 
which include (asema, cedar, sweetgrass, and sage) our many relatives and how 
we're all connected through mother earth” [#062] 
 
CODED Example: “I learned that the violence, chaos and anger was also part 
of the "historical trauma" suffered by our people through many generations” 
[#028] 

 
Family and Ancestors 
Participant refers to family history that is beyond their lifetime. This could occur through 
stories of individual family member’s lives (e.g., “my grandma’s life before I was born”), 
family as whole, or it could refer to ancestors, as vague as it may be.  
 

CODED Example: “Being an oral culture it is easy to hear the stories of our  
ancestors and enjoy the gatherings to do so” [#007] 
 
CODED Example: “I am eagle clan and my existence is the confluence of chiefs, 
medicine people, artists, orators, scientists, midwives, dancers, singers, and 
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leaders. My birth was a subtle reminder to my family of this legacy, but it was not 
yet prominent enough for my family to claim it” [#022] 

 
Historical Context 
Participant refers to the specific history of a place/community, space, or tribe. This does 
not include 1) “Native people” broadly or 2) family or ancestors. This can include 
tribal history (e.g., Mille Lacs), history of a place (e.g., South Minneapolis), and history 
of a space (e.g., Sherman Indian School). Historical Context should only be coded if it is 
clear it is the history OF Mille Lacs, or the history OF South Minneapolis, or the history 
OF a space.  
 

CODED Example: “Our neighborhood was a high concentration of Native 
people. Minneapolis was not officially a relocation city during the "Relocation 
Era" of the 1950's, but it became a special place for Native people to build their 
lives off the reservation. Minneapolis became a place for the birth of many 
activists movements in response to police brutality against Native people on 
Franklin Avenue. I was born right in the middle of this movement” [#022] 
 
CODED Example: “Little Earth is the only urban housing project that has a 
Native preference in the United States. It has a deep history in the American 
Indian Movement and represents over 38 different tribal affiliations” [#061] 

 
Other 
Participant refers to time beyond one’s lifetime that is not captured by the 
aforementioned codes. This includes time forward past one’s lifespan, or a clear 
reference to the future (e.g., future generations).  
 

CODED Example: “And as I do that, I'm building my own resiliency for future 
generations. Today I realize my past trauma does not define who I am and I can 
make my own choices, and I can have a good life and live it” [#062] 
 
CODED Example: “My ancestors and grandchildren live through me in this 
very moment” [#022] 
 
CODED Example: “I am an “original” I have always been here. I will  
always be here. I am Native!” [#035] 
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Culture Content 
Each story will be coded for cultural content, or in other words, references to culture. 
Coding will occur within the previous systems we found culture to be salient.  
 
Coding for the presence of the following categories will occur as follows:  
 
0 - Absent 
1 - Present 
 
Major theme categories are bolded and underlined, while sub-theme categories are 
bolded and italicized. Coding will occur at the level of the sub-theme, and codes will be 
summed for major themes. Some major theme categories are interrelated and are indented 
and include an asterik* next to it to indicate such. Culture content includes the following 
categories: 
 
Religion and Spirituality 

 
Christianity - Participant refers to Christianity or any iterations of it (e.g., 
Catholicism, Baptism, Evangelism, etc.). This code also includes references to 
Church, the Bible, priests, nuns, or any reference related to Christian forms of 
religion. We will not code for references to boarding school here, unless 
participants associate it with any of the aforementioned references.  

 
CODED Example: “They were puritanical, boarding school Christians, 
and in their legacy, still are” [#045]  
 
CODED Example: “I was influenced by the many teachings I received 
from various mentors and Elders to choose culture over my Christian 
upbringing” [#057] 

 
Sacred Medicines - Participant refers to sacred medicines including (but not 
limited to) sage, sweetgrass, tobacco, and cedar. This also includes other 
medicines, plants, or foods that the participant describes as having sacred 
qualities. Participants may also refer to “medicines” or “smudging” generally. 
 

CODED Example: “One plant he always told us about was called a bear 
fern. It was made from the footprints of black bears - wherever they step, a 
new fern grows. When the black bear walks around the forest, the plant 
goes where they do. The plant is supposed to guide us, remind us of our 
relatives, and show us that they are watching over us. When we see the 
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fern, we say thank you, and we think of those spirits who are protecting 
us” [#038] 
 
CODED Example: “Or the beautiful innate feelings of our traditional 
lifestyles filled with ceremonies, cultural medicines which include  (asema, 
cedar, sweetgrass, and sage)...” [#062] 

 
Ceremonies and Rituals - Participant refers to ceremonies or rituals, including 
sweats, fasting, and naming events (and feasting if associated with a ritual or 
ceremony). Powwows will not be coded for here unless the participant explicitly 
refers it as a ceremony. Additionally, smudging or praying with tobacco will not 
be coded here unless referenced in the context of ceremony; if it is not, it will be 
coded in Sacred Medicines. Spirit dish will be coded for here as well. Moreover, 
teachings will not be coded for here until associated with ceremonies, rituals, or 
spirituality and instead will be coded under Ways of Knowing + Being.  
 

CODED Example: “I attend our traditional ceremony” [#011] 
 
CODED Example: “Now I’m at an age where I need to be more 
responsible in helping with naming, ceremony, and wiping of tears” 
[#072] 

 
Other - Participant makes vague reference to religion and spirituality that is not 
captured by the aforementioned codes. If other is coded for, please enter what 
spiritual phenomena was specifically coded for in coding spreadsheet. Two spirit 
will also be coded for here to reflect the spiritual components of this identity.  
 

CODED Example: “The way I view the world both physically and 
spiritually” [#047] 
 
CODED Example: “It is the beauty of all our experiences that make us 
truly spiritual” [#046] 

 
Systems and Institutions 
 

Government, Policies, and Laws - Participant refers to the U.S. government, 
policies of the U.S. government, or laws enacted by the U.S. government. This 
may include vague references to the aforementioned areas (e.g., “Indian policy”), 
or the participant may make specific references to laws and acts (e.g., the Land 
Allotment act, the Indian Relocation act). This also includes references to Indian 
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services and tribal governance (e.g., Indian Health Service, the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs). 
 

CODED Example: “As my college career progressed, I learned more 
about the exterminations of Indian peoples by European immigrants and 
how it was reinforced by genocidal policies enacted by the U.S. 
government and the organized religions from Europe” [#020] 
 
CODED Example: “I went back to the BIA office to give them the 
information about my biological father” [#063] 

 
Internalized Oppression and Lateral Violence - Participant refers to the 
oppressor or White people as better than Native peoples, or expresses a desire to 
be like the oppressor or White people. Participants may affirm negative 
thoughts about Native peoples, including themselves and others. This may 
also be demonstrated through within group discrimination from peers or others 
within their community. This could include references to not being “indian 
enough”, colorism, and not being seen as legitimate among other things. 
Participants may also describe feelings of shame or guilt for being Native or not 
knowing things related to being Native.  

 
CODED Example: “Within the Indian community I have found that the 
smaller picture within the bigger picture needs to be addressed by taking a 
look at how our people look at the natives who don't or won't accept the 
Indian that looks like he is a white man. I recall how bad it was when my 
dad and I went ricing in White Earth on the big rice lake. At that time it 
was a controlled lake and 2 Natives from the security patrol asked my dad 
if he was an Indian because the lake was closed to Whites and open only 
to Indians. It was hard and not the type of thing we needed to hear” 
[#023] 
 
CODED Example: “Is Native a thoughtful choice or a depressing 
reality?” [#045] 

 
CODED Example: “As a matter fact, at that point in my life, I was 
ashamed to be Native and angry to have been brought into the community 
where I was raised” [#015] 

        
Racism, Discrimination, Prejudice - Participant refers to racism, discrimination, 
or prejudice from a source outside of their ethnic group. This can be explicitly 
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associated with institutions (e.g., schools) but it can also be interpersonal in nature 
(e.g., “go back to your country!”). Participants who refer to within group 
discrimination should be coded for as Internalized Oppression and Lateral 
Violence.  
 

CODED Example: “Someone once told me to go back to my country but 
I feel sorry for that person because they don't understand. I see that 
experience as an opportunity to practice forgiveness. Discrimination and 
racism is learned. If someone is raised in a home where racism is the 
norm, that individual never has a chance to really be themselves” [#027] 
 
CODED Example: “It wasn't until I went to school off the rez, in 
Bemidji, that I really started to see how misunderstood Native people and 
their culture are, and the ignorance and racism against us. I remember 
making friends with other kids only to be told days later that they could 
not be my friend anymore once they realized I was from Red Lake” [#013] 

     
Stereotypes, Imagery, and Media - Participant refers to stereotypes, images (chief 
wahoo, pocahontas), or some form of media (e.g., books, movies, etc) of Native 
peoples. This could be a direct reference to stereotypes, imagery, or media - or it 
could be a reference to a widely held beliefs or depictions of Native peoples that 
are stereotypical.  
 

CODED Example: “From what was being accepted as a holiday, to 
cultural ceremonies that were excused, to the stereotypes of what a Native 
person was supposed to look like or not” [#009] 
 
CODED Example: “I wore a Cleveland Indians hat with a sense of pride 
and authenticity, as if I was one of few people that could wear the hat with 
honor. I thought the “End of the Trail” image was cool, because it was an 
Indian on a horse that sacrificed for the greater good” [#020] 

 
Invisibility and Erasure - Participant refers to the invisibility of their ethnic group 
or their erasure. This can be an overt reference to invisibility and erasure (e.g., “I 
felt invisible”), however, it can also be a more subtle reference (“There weren’t 
any Natives anywhere on campus”). It also includes a lack of knowledge about 
Native American people (“People didn’t know anything about Natives”).  
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CODED Example: “Often we organized our work on campus to be 
extremely visible almost as a way to counteract how invisible we felt” 
[#061] 
 
CODED Example: “Can you believe I never played a sport with another 
Native American? I guess you can say that was a very clear depiction on 
Native American presence in both neighborhoods” [#056] 

 
Other - Participant makes vague reference to systemic issues and institutions that 
is not captured by the aforementioned codes. Mentions of treaties and treaty rights 
(i.e., sovereignty) would be included here.  

 
CODED Example: “Native people have history with and a connection to 
this land that no other group will ever have, and our tribes have a 
government to government relationship with the U.S. that entitles us to 
certain treaty rights” [#013] 

 
*Identity and Belonging 
 

Tribe and Nation - Participant refers to their tribe or nation or other people’s tribe 
or nation or just a tribe or nation in general. This could be the participant referring 
to the tribe they’re from and it could also be a participant saying they don’t know 
what tribe they’re from. This can also include a reference to a larger tribal group 
and not the specific band (e.g., Ojibwe) but not a pan-ethnic group (e.g., Native 
American).  
 

CODED Example: “I've lived most my life in New Mexico born into the 
Dine tribe” [#027] 
     
CODED Example: “I am Oglala Lakota and Kule Wicasa Sioux from 
Pine Ridge, SD” [#071] 

 
Pride - Participant refers to feelings of pride associated with their identity or 
social group. This could be explicit and it might be more subtle if participants are 
describing positive associations with their identity or social group. If someone 
says words like, “beauty” or “feeling good” or other positive associations that 
someone feels from their culture, code pride.  
 

CODED Example: “The center also offers drum and song classes, which 
when I hear them it sends my heart soaring” [#008] 
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CODED Example: “She made our history come alive and told us always 
to be proud of where we come from and who we are” [#030] 

 
Appearance - Participant refers to their appearance or the appearance of others, 
including skin color, eye color, hair color or type, parts of the body, clothing, etc.  
 

CODED Example: “I think the best example that illustrates the 
dichotomy between the AISCC and the other people I talked to at the 
University is their reaction to pictures of my long hair. People in my dorm 
said that I looked better with short hair, but everyone at the AISCC 
encouraged me to grow my hair out again” [#037] 
 
CODED Example: “Life was not great while I was growing up due to my  
complexion and how I looked with curly blond hair” [#023] 

 
Gender and Sexuality - Participant refers to their own or others gender or gender 
identity. This code also includes participant references to sexuality, sexual 
identity, or sexual preferences, though the former occurs more often. This would 
include two spirit to capture it as a gender identity, however, it would also be 
coded under Other for Religion and Spirituality. Additionally, this would 
include participant references to issues facing a particular gender.  
  

CODED Example: “The challenge of an indigenous woman will always 
be difficult but I always remember that I come from a long history of 
women who endured, women who overcame, women who never gave up, 
women who made my existence possible. For them and the women coming 
after me, I will find peace in this chaotic world through the things that 
matter: Love, forgiveness, gratitude, patience and faith. My journey is not 
over yet and my story has just begun” [#027] 

 
CODED Example: “Later on, my younger brother Mike and I realized 
we were different. We were both gay, or two spirit” [#054] 

 
Identity - Participant refers to or unpacks their sense of “who” or “what” they are 
or in reference to others, which can be positive or negative. An example of this 
could be the participant making identity statements. Important, this is different 
from Belonging and Connection, which is a facet of identity and refers to 
connections to a larger group.   
 
 CODED Example: “I am an “original” I have always been here. I will  
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always be here. I am Native!” [#035] 
 
 CODED Example: “My Native identity was troubled for a long time” 

[#044] 
 
Belonging and Connection - Participant refers to feelings of belonging and 
connection to Native peoples, another social group, or community. Examples of 
this include if participants discuss feeling like they belonged, finding a connection 
to Native peoples or another important social group. This may also include 
references to community or feeling a sense of community.  

 
CODED Example: “I finally felt like I fit, had somewhere to belong, and 
a whole new family” [#047] 
     
CODED Example: “I developed a tough skin and learned how to take an 
offensive joke and laugh it out when in my heart I was lost without a sense 
of belonging or purpose” [#009] 

 

*Spaces and Places 

 
Reservations - Participant refers to reservations. This is not a tribe 
or nation only, but a specific reference to a reservation, though it 
can include the tribe’s name. Do not code “nation” as “reservation” 
unless it is clear the participant is referring to it as a place as well.  
 

CODED Example: “I was born and raised on the Red 
Lake Indian reservation and had lived in Minneapolis for 
five years after high school” [#003] 
 
CODED Example: “I grew up on a reservation. Not 
knowing that one day my life as I know as normal would be 
studied, analyzed, paralyzing at times” [#025] 

 
Urban Areas - Participant refers to urban areas (e.g., Little Earth, 
Minneapolis, Saint Paul, Duluth, etc) in their narrative. This can be 
a city or it can also be a neighborhood, or a suburban area, so long 
as it is urban. References to small towns that are not urban areas or 
reservations should be coded under Other for Space and Places. 
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CODED Example: “These 2 neighborhoods are in the 
same city but very different” [#056] 
 
CODED Example: “So now I am re-inventing myself and 
am in the process of getting myself established here in 
Minneapolis - Saint Paul as a Multi-Media Specialist. I do 
video, audio, radio and photographic editing and 
production work. I am also currently enrolled at Twin 
Cities Rise in North Minneapolis” [#021] 

 
Native Spaces - Participant refers to spaces (i.e., programs, clubs, 
organizations, classes, centers) that are Native-centered or 
predominantly Native. This can include colleges or universities if 
the participant mentions it being a Native university, though this 
may be less common. Determining if a space is Native-centered 
can occur through the name, the people it serves, or the activities 
that occur there.These are also often “real” spaces that can be seen 
and interacted with.  
 

CODED Example: “When I attended the U of M, they had 
American Indian Studies. I took Ojibwe for 2 quarters” 
[#051] 
 
CODED Example: “Near the end of the first semester, I 
finally found my place at the American Indian Student 
Cultural Center” [#037] 

 
Other - If a participant refers to their blood quantum and enrollment 
status, it will be captured here. This also includes references to explicitly 
refers to a space as predominantly White or other Non-Native spaces.  
 
 CODED Example: “I am mixed blooded” [#049] 
 

  CODED Example: “My grandmother’s name was Ramona  
Columbus, she was a full-blood Dakota woman from the Lower  
Sioux Community” [#064] 
 
CODED Example: “My siblings and I are all adopted women of 
color, and my parents and their families, who are all white, did the 
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best they could to protect and guide us all out into the greater 
world after we left our small town” [#043] 
 

 CODED Example: “I grew up as a suburban Native in a  
predominantly white town outside of Chicago, Illinois” [#036] 

 
Ways of Knowing and Being 
 

Language and Names - Participant includes their Native language in their story 
or they talk about their Native language. Participants might talk in their Native 
language, but do not have to in order to be coded in this category. Additionally, 
participants who disclose their Native name (e.g., “Indian name”) will be included 
here (whether it’s in English or in their Native language). If participant mentions a 
naming ceremony and NOT their name, then this will be coded under 
Ceremonies and Rituals only. Some participants may speak in their Native 
language in their digital story, but they might not have written it down in their 
story. Thus, if a narrative says [Native language] as a part of the transcript, then 
that will be coded here too.  
 
 CODED Example: “My birth name is Anthony Andrew Nichols, my  

Indian or Anishinabe name is Bebamikamiiganang” [#021] 
 
 CODED Example: “[Native language]” [#061] 

 
Art, Music, and Dance - Participants referring to art will be coded for there. This 
includes any mention of beadwork, regalia, dolls, or any sort of artwork or craft 
(e.g., “God’s eyes”). This category also includes music, drumming, singing, and 
powwows, as the latter often includes a combination of the various forms of art 
highlighted in this category.  
 

CODED Example: “Our red and black regalia can be seen from miles  
away” [#068] 

 
CODED Example: “I belong to a women's drum group, the Ogichida  
Kwe council” [#012] 

 
“Native ways” - Participant makes vague reference to Native activities, Native 
ways, or Native traditions, but does not specify or is not very clear what the 
activities, ways, or traditions are. You can also code for this if participants say 
“our ways” or “our traditions” or “their ways” or “their traditions” since they are 
anchoring it to a larger group.  
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CODED Example: “So I grew up with church and the Lakota ways. I was  
just Lakota all my life. No other thing. I never thought of myself as  
anything else except being Lakota. I knew my songs. I knew my ways” 
[#072] 

 
Relationships - Participant refers to relationships with people, plants, animals, 
land, and water that are related to cultural values or beliefs, or cultural upbringing. 
This does NOT include relationships with elders or mentors because they are their 
own category.  
 

CODED Example: “My mom is a gardener and does landscaping as a  
living. She taught my brother and I how to care for the land from a very  
early age. She is also very connected to the lakes of Minnesota. She would  
take me swimming and canoeing often when I was a kid. As a kid, I didn’t  
always appreciate doing these things, but now I understand how these  
activities can be seen as an expression of my mom’s indigeneity through  
an effort to connect to the land on which she is living” [#040] 

 
Elders and Mentors - Participant refers to elders and mentors. For this to be 
coded, the participant must explicitly refer to people as an “elder” or a “mentor”. 
If this does not apply, but it is still a relationship that is grounded in cultural 
values or beliefs, or is significant to one’s cultural upbringing, then it will be 
coded under Relationships.  
 

CODED Example: “So, each time I went back to Shiprock I asked my  
elders to only talk to me in Navajo, and I began to catch on quickly”  
[#027] 

 
CODED Example: “I got to spend time around spiritual elders like the  
Crow Dogs, Eddie Benton Benai, and Phillip Deere” [#011] 

 
Other - Participant makes reference to ways of knowing and being that are not 
captured by the aforementioned codes. This includes references to specific 
teachings (e.g., 7 Grandmother and Grandfather teachings), traditional foods and 
activities (e.g., hand parching wild rice, netting), humor, and storytelling.  
 

CODED Example: “My parents took us on family trips, they took us 
fishing, hunting and ricing, they taught us to hand parch the wild rice, I 
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watched my dad skin a deer. We ate traditional foods a lot more back 
then” [#053] 
 
CODED Example: “Netting is when you go out in a canoe with a 300 
foot net, and you throw the net in the water, and pick it up for next 
morning for walleye fish” [#033] 

 
Working and Advocacy 
 

Jobs, Activism, and Advocacy - Participant refers to working in a position that is 
related to Native people or Native issues, which can be formal employment or 
informal through activism or advocacy that the participant engages in. This also 
refers to references to other people’s jobs or informal work that involve advocacy, 
activism, or work for Native people an Native issues, like references to AIM.  
 
 CODED Example: “As I mopped the floor of the shelter, there was a  

meeting with women’s advocates upstairs. I thought to myself, “I want to  
be upstairs in a meeting and not mopping the damn floor.” So I worked  
with three other women and co-founded Women of Nations, a grassroots  
group of Native women working to end domestic violence against Native  
women. We’ve trained over 360 Native women to be advocates” [#063] 

 
 CODED Example: “It wasn’t until I was in college, engaged in anti-  

mascot activism, that identity as a Native person was brought back to the  
forefront” [#002] 

 
Other - Participant makes vague reference to culture related to work and 
advocacy that is not captured by the aforementioned codes. If the participant 
references the military, this will be coded for here.  
 

CODED Example: “As a young child I always heard about stories of 
family members and relatives that had served in the military” [#042] 

 
Trauma 
 

Historical Trauma - Participant refers to historical trauma or events that 
constitute historical trauma including historical losses (e.g., people, land, 
language), genocide, colonization, boarding schools, etc. This can also be coded if 
participant refers to trauma that has occurred within their own lifetime but 
couches it in historical or intergenerational trauma. This can also include a 
reference to the phrase historical trauma, but doesn’t necessarily have to use the 
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term in the participants description of historical losses. Boarding schools will be 
coded under historical trauma UNLESS it is mentioned in conjunction with 
religion, then it will be double coded as Christianity under Religion and 
Spirituality. This code is different than codes for Government, Policies, and 
Laws, which capture the actual names of government policies and laws, or 
government entities, though these two codes may occur in conjunction with one 
another. This can also include trauma within one’s lifetime if they connect to 
events that occurred beyond their lifetime. 
 

CODED Example: “The presence of unhealed historical trauma impacts  
me as I see our community hurt by the cycle of trauma - both external like  
the high number of missing and murdered women and also how we  
ourselves continue to behave in so many dysfunctional ways” [#011] 

 
CODED Example: “When I started working with people who had the 
same issues as I had in my young life, I wasn't prepared to share my 
historical trauma with them, up until I started that process of healing 
myself” [#070] 

 
Healing and Resilience - Participant refers to healing, resilience, growth. These 
words may be used explicitly or it can be implied through the participant 
describing themselves as “doing well”, being sober, being strong, or overcoming 
hurdles and being in a “good” place, whatever that means to them.  
 

CODED Example: “This meant learning to be vulnerable so I could  
express myself, and fully engage in the healing process. Eventually, I  
made it to a place in life where I was sufficiently recovered and could  
refocus on my life purpose. I made a commitment to help understand how  
stress, trauma, colonization, social and political factors, and resilience  
affect behavioral and physical health and wellbeing for Native individuals,  
families and communities” [#031] 

 
CODED Example: “In my short lifetime, I have witnessed so much loss 
but yet, so much resilience. What is more remarkable is how much we 
have been able to maintain as a people- despite deliberate attempts to 
strip us of our ways, our language, and our spiritual mindset as 
Anishinaabe” [#029] 
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Other - Participant makes reference to some form of “trauma,” but they do not 
conceptualize it as historical trauma. This can include adoption, addiction, death, 
abandonment and others. This code will only be used on this occasion.  
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Follow-Up Code - Representations 
As a follow-up to culture content and history content, each category coded for previously 
will now be coded for the presence of representations.  
 
Representations of History/Culture: 
Representations refer to shared ideas, images, or characterizations of a particular culture 
that provide members of that culture with “different possibilities for how to be a person” 
(p. 40, Leavitt, Covarrubias, Perez, & Fryberg, 2015) or “guidance for how to be a good 
member of a culture” (p. 320, McLean & Syed, 2015). Like master narratives, shared 
ideas, images, or characterizations guide the thoughts, beliefs, values, and behaviors of 
members of that culture. Cultural representations guide, teach, and provide messages 
about what one ought to do or how one ought to be. This may not be explicit, but rather, 
can be perceived by individuals through socialization (i.e., the process of internalizing the 
norms and ideologies of a society). Cultural representations may also refer to shared ideas 
images or characterizations of a given culture’s history that send a message of how one 
should be in the world, or “how to be Native American.”  
 
Coding for the presence of representations in the previously coded content categories will 
occur on the following scale:  
 
0 - Absent (no representation present in history or culture content coded for) 
1 - Present (representation present in history or culture content coded for) 
 

Examples of representations from narratives:  
 
“Dine is a matriarchal culture and we are beginning to lose that. My mother has 
been a huge influence in my life. My mom helped me to develop into the woman I 
am today. My resilience, my determination and my ability to forgive have all been 
modeled by my mother. I observed and learned from her mistakes. She has given 
me many talks about life and the real value of the life I choose to live” [#027] 
 
“He would explain to us what it meant to be bear clan. One plant he always told 
us about was called a bear fern. It was made from the footprints of black bears - 
wherever they step, a new fern grows. When the black bear walks around the 
forest, the plant goes where they do. The plant is supposed to guide us, remind us 
of our relatives, and show us that they are watching over us. When we see the 
fern, we say thank you, and we think of those spirits who are protecting us” 
[#038] 
 
“Years later, I realized the significance and importance of the drum and asked for 
it back. This particular drum tells a story, not only mine, but the person who made 
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it. It also tells a story of Sherman Indian School, which was once Sherman 
Institute, where culture was once stripped, beaten and whipped out of children. 
The drum is many things - along with a symbol of cultural preservation and 
healing, wounds of today, yesteryear, and hundreds of years in the past, not only 
in my life but for all people who went to Sherman Indian School historically. It’s 
no different than all other drums that can revitalize and reshape one's foundation 
of identity and spiritual essence and healing. I just wanted to be a part of 
something in this life, a tribeless, homeless person that was granted acceptance, 
and out of it came this drum. Even though I didn't get the big money from Lower 
Sioux, this drum feels like a million dollars. If the house burned down, the one 
thing I would grab is this drum. Even though I was asked to leave White Earth 
urban office, I still hum Ojibwe tunes. This drum is my indianness, my enrollment, 
my identity. It ensures my healing in my family, it ensures my tribal identity, it 
ensures my happiness and spirituality in a world where even spiritually seems 
hierarchical now. This is a true testimony to how a drum could make a person feel 
whole. This drum is all I need, the colonial idea of blood quantum and the 
hierarchical idea of who is indian and who’s not, has been a battle for me, but 
this drum is a trophy and a victory. It makes me feel like I'm a part of something 
and most importantly a part of the Sherman family, the wonderful magical place 
with palm trees and destiny. The place who accepted a wretch like me when no 
one else would, I’m forever in gratitude. In a world where I'm technically not 
even Native American, I received this miraculous token. Whatever this drum may 
mean to me, there is no doubt that it’s a story of true resilience and fortitude that 
can only be Indigenous” [#064] 
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Systems of Cultural Representation: An Examination of Native American Identity 

and Cultural Representations Through Digital Stories 

Representation is a concept that has been examined across a wide range of 

disciplines, including philosophy (Descartes, 1996; Foucault, 1980; Kant, 1999; Plato, 

1992), sociology (Hall, Evans, & Nixon, 2013) and psychology (Erikson, 1950, 1968; 

Daniels & Gillen, 2015; Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). Within each discipline, 

theoreticians and empiricists alike have taken up questions concerning what 

representation is and the function that representation serves. Of particular interest, 

theoreticians and empiricists have given strong consideration to representation as it 

relates to the self – that is, examining the role of representation in individual identity 

development (Erikson, 1968; Moscovici, 1961). To this end, Michel Foucault (1980, 

1982) has elucidated the complicated relationship between systems of representation, 

knowledge, and power, highlighting implications of these phenomena on the psyche and 

the physical body (Scheurich & McKenzie, 2005). In the literature on cultural 

representation, Stuart Hall (Hall et al., 2013) has adopted a Foucaultian perspective to 

further understand the influence of systems of representation on self-understanding 

within a culture. Through this process, members of a culture come to understand who 

they are and with whom they belong by adopting or rejecting particular represented 

identities (Hall et al., 2013).  

 Expanding beyond philosophy and sociology, psychology too has examined the 

interplay between representation and the self. Serving as the foundation for much of the 

psychological research on representation is the work of Erik Erikson (1950, 1968), who 

stressed the importance of psychosocial processes in individual identity development. 
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Erikson’s (1968) theorizing focused on the internalization and negotiation of social 

processes from a psychological perspective. Consequently, an Eriksonian perspective 

emphasizes the role of the environment in individual development, lending it to be an 

appropriate framework to examine how individuals internalize and negotiate with cultural 

representations (McLean & Syed, 2015; McLean, Syed, & Shucard, 2016). Indeed, many 

of the theories used in empirical studies on representation attend to systems of 

representation as social contexts that are salient sites of engagement for identity 

development (Daniels & Gillen, 2015).  

 These theories have also been used extensively to understand the impact of 

cultural representations on Native Americans (Fryberg, Markus, Oyserman, & Stone, 

2008; Fryberg & Townsend, 2008; Leavitt, Covarrubias, Perez, & Fryberg, 2015; 

Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). Though the aforementioned literature has discussed 

representation as a system that individuals negotiate with to internalize or reject as a part 

of their sense of self, this has hardly been the approach in research with Native 

Americans. Much of the research in this area has focused on the one aspect of 

representation – that is, media representations – and its role in constraining self-

understanding (Leavitt, Covarrubias, Perez, & Fryberg, 2015). This mechanistic approach 

has produced fruitful results, suggesting that media representations of Native Americans 

constrain perceptions of future possibilities and self-understanding (Fryberg et al., 2008; 

Leavitt et al., 2015). However, it has done so at the expense of overlooking other systems 

of representation and the processes of negotiation on the behalf of individuals. As a 

result, there are major gaps in the literature.  
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 The present dissertation project seeks to address these limitations by examining 

first, perceived cultural representations among Native Americans, and second, the 

process through which Native Americans internalize and resist perceived cultural 

representations. An additional goal of the present dissertation project is to explore how 

constructs such as historical loss (Brave Heart, Chase, Elkins, & Altschul, 2011; 

Whitbeck, Adams, Hoyt, & Chen 2004) and enculturation (Whitbeck et al., 2004) among 

others, relate to cultural representations and the processes of negotiation used by 

individuals engaging with them. This will occur through an interdisciplinary approach 

that promotes a critical analysis of agency within the structure of a cultural context, using 

methodologies that privilege Native American epistemologies and ontologies (Smith, 

2013, Willox et al., 2012).   

 In the information that follows, I will highlight a wide range of disciplinary 

perspectives on representation and implications of representation on the self, starting with 

philosophy and sociology. In doing so, I lay the groundwork that my interdisciplinary 

approach to representation stems from. Proceeding, I will outline common psychological 

approaches to representation, beginning with Erik Erikson as many of the subsequent 

theories I point to draw heavily on his work. I will then discuss how these theories have 

been used to examine cultural representations as related to the self broadly, and then 

more specifically within Native Americans. Following this, I will outline limitations in 

the literature and describe the research questions intended to address them. Lastly, I will 

describe my methodology and data analysis plan.  

The Philosophy of Representation 
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 Prior to reviewing the psychological literature on representation, it is essential that 

we begin with the philosophical perspective on the topic as it provides a critical lens to 

examine the limitations of psychological models of representation. As will be expanded 

upon below, pioneering thought concerning representation occurred in philosophy, which 

in the present day, continues to serve as a framework to understand how the 

epistemological landscape of a time is intricately bound up with how individuals come to 

understand their selves.  

Philosophical thought on representation has evolved from representation as 

knowledge to representation as a system of knowledge and power, enabling researchers to 

examine relationships between structures, the individual psyche, and the physical body – 

a current limitation of psychological models of representation that will be described 

below. Thus, the following review will provide a philosophical framework for examining 

these associations. When integrated with a psychological perspective, these views will 

form an interdisciplinary lens for addressing the shortcomings evidenced by the current 

literature on cultural representations among Native Americans.  

For centuries, philosophers have been concerned with the concept of 

representation. Major philosophical thought concerning representation started with the 

classical philosopher Plato, and was further developed through the works of modern 

philosophers René Descartes and Immanuel Kant. The philosophical writings of these 

individuals – though varied to some degree – eventually culminated in the establishment 

of what is now considered the classical view of representation. According to this 

perspective, to know is to represent. In other words, knowing occurs when individuals 

have ideas that represent what they know.  
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The classical view of representation can be traced back to Plato, beginning with 

the theory of forms – also known as the theory of ideas (1992). In his theorizing, Plato 

proposes that ideas are things to be represented. In considering the ontological nature of 

ideas, Plato classifies ideas as substances, which he then places at the top of his 

ontological hierarchy. In contrast to Plato, Descartes (1999) suggested that knowing 

occurs through ideas, which are a medium for representation. For Descartes, then, ideas 

are things doing the representing – placing ideas at the bottom of his ontological 

hierarchy. Though Descartes’ philosophical thinking on representation was a shift from 

that of Plato, both emphasized categorization.  

Positioning ideas as representations made it nearly impossible to know whether 

ideas actually represent objects, or if ideas were even sufficient representations. It is 

through the philosophical thinking of Kant (1996) that this becomes a possibility. Similar 

to Descartes, Kant was considered a proponent of the classical view of representation 

because he too classified knowledge as an ontological unknown. However, Kant (1996) 

did offer a new perspective on the relationship between representation and knowledge, 

suggesting that knowledge could be a result of something other than the representation of 

objects, such as an epistemic, transcendental realm by which an object could be known in 

and of itself.  

Foucault’s Theory of Representation 

French philosopher, Michel Foucault, would eventually take up the classical view 

of representation in his seminal work, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the 

Human Sciences (1970). Following the work of Kant, Foucault argues that there is a set 

of ordered, unconscious ideas that inform what is considered accepted knowledge in 



 

 381 

certain periods of time – termed an episteme. According to Foucault, an episteme is both 

unspoken and unconscious, and is the foundation of accepted knowledge in particular 

periods of time. Whereas the classical period was focused on representation, order, and 

classification, Foucault postulated that the modern period was also concerned with the 

historical context.  

In addition to focusing on the contextualized nature of knowledge, Foucault 

(1980, 1982) attended to the role of discourse in representation. Foucault’s scholarship on 

representation centered on examining, first, how individuals understand themselves 

within a culture, and second, how knowledge of social and historical environments, the 

embodied individual, and shared meanings are produced. While discourse often refers to 

written or spoken communication, Foucault used the term to refer to a system of 

representation that regulates and gives meaning to the production of knowledge. For 

Foucault (1980, 1982), discourse is a system that constructs, defines, and produces the 

topics or objects of our knowledge. It is when this knowledge is institutionalized through 

discursive practices, wherein rules come to define the referent of a discourse, that the 

relationship between knowledge and power becomes clear.  

As noted by Foucault, knowledge is a particular form of power, which he refers to 

as knowledge/power (1980). Knowledge/power feigns authority and truth, and even has 

the ability to make itself true once applied. Through discourse, knowledge/power can 

then regulate and control the way topics are meaningfully discussed and thought about, 

and through a similar process, impact how ideas are implemented to regulate the behavior 

of others. Discourse defines what is and is not acceptable ways to talk, write, and relate to 

topics and objects. Discourse characterizes the epistemological landscape at a particular 
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point in time, and is seen across societal structures including policies, institutions, and 

politics. These are referred to as discursive events and are said to belong to a discursive 

formation when they reflect the same pattern, object, or cause. All of which must be 

considered within the cultural and historical context of the time. 

Implications for the self. When taking the extensive philosophical work on 

representation into consideration, the implications for the self are made clear. Such 

implications are elucidated in The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical 

Perception (Foucault, 1963), Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age 

of Reason (Foucault, 1964), Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Foucault, 

1975), and The History of Sexuality (Foucault, 1984). Across these works, Foucault 

contends that it is through discursive formations that knowledge/power and meaning 

operate to control the body. According to Foucault, the process of forming and shaping 

individuals and entire populations is non-hierarchical, that is, it occurs throughout various 

personal (e.g., family) and public (e.g., politics) sites within a culture.  

Given the ubiquity of systems of representation, consequences for individuals are 

wide ranging. Whether it is medicine, mental illness, punishment, or sexuality, Foucault 

contends that discursive formations surrounding these topics have used knowledge/power 

and meaning to first, create referents (i.e., the patient, the insane, the prisoner, the 

homosexual), and second, to control their bodies. For the latter, control refers to both 

physical and psychological control, which is put into effect through others’ knowledge of 

individuals, as well as through self-knowledge. When individuals internalize discourses, 

individuals make effort to conform to the norms set forth within them. Individuals may 

personify characteristics and features defined by the discourse and thus, are a result of 



 

 383 

specific social and historical contexts. According to Foucault then, individuals are 

controlled as both objects and subjects of discourses.  

Cultural Representations and the Self  

 Foucault’s writings on representation have informed a significant portion of 

research on cultural representations in the present day. Sociologist, Stuart Hall, 

incorporated much of Foucault’s theorizing into his research on cultural representations 

in relation to the self. For Hall, representation in the broadest sense refers to the use of 

language to convey meaning about the world to others (Hall, Evans, & Nixon, 2013). 

Similar to Foucault, Hall identified two systems involved in representation at the most 

fundamental level – meaning and language. Whereas meaning refers to a system that 

connects various things with a conceptual map of mental representations that allows 

meaningful interpretation to occur, language refers to any system using signs, symbols, or 

signifiers. These are systems because meaning and language present ways to organize 

and classify concepts, and of forming complex relations between them.   

 Building off these fundamental ideas of representation, the constructionist theory 

of representation gives further consideration to how individuals use systems of 

representation within a culture to construct meaning. Within the constructionist theory, a 

Foucaultian perspective on representation can most readily be seen in the discursive 

approach, which focuses on discourse as a system of representation that is “the result of 

[…] social conventions specific to each society and to specific historical moments” (Hall 

et al., 2013, p. 17). This approach attends to the knowledge and meaning produced within 

a discourse, the relations of power present within a discourse, and the effects of which on 

the body.   
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As previously discussed, systems of representation have implications for the 

body, especially for an individual’s cultural identity – that is, who members of a given 

culture are and with whom they belong (Hall et al., 2013). In addition to individual 

bodies, systems of representation have implications for culture given their ability to 

regulate and organize peoples’ behavior and practices, and even provide members of a 

given culture with rules and norms to adhere to. It is through systems of representation 

that individuals are able to make meaning of the self and adopt particular identities. 

Cultural representations, then, are a powerful force when it comes to identity 

development (Hall et al., 2013). Indeed, it is rather difficult to know what it means to be 

Native American beyond the ways in which Native American identity and culture have 

been represented.  

To advance the current understanding of what it means to be Native American, 

one must consider the wide range of systems of representation. This includes a critical 

examination of the various personal and public spheres in which representations occur, as 

well as the sorts of systems of representation that are salient to Native Americans. Both 

of which can be thought of as the content of representations. It is also essential that the 

process of internalizing and resisting the structures of cultural representations be 

examined to understand individual agency while also attending to the constraints of 

cultural representations. At present, these components of cultural representations have 

been overlooked in the psychological literature, thus, limiting our understanding of the 

cultural representations associated with identity development. 

Similar to Foucault and Hall, a bottom-up approach that considers the content and 

process of cultural representations will illustrate how systems of representation provide 
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knowledge of what it means to be Native American and the mechanisms through which 

individuals integrate this information into to their sense of self. The latter of which will 

further our understanding of what it means to be Native American in the present, as 

current psychological models are ill-equipped to address this issue – further elaborated 

upon below. Consequently, it is necessary that the aforementioned perspectives be 

integrated into current psychological models to advance the literature.   

A Psychological Perspective on Cultural Representations and the Self 

Similar to philosophers, psychologists have too been concerned with 

representation as it relates to notions of self – albeit, to a lesser extent. Interest in the 

latter alone can be traced back to the disciplinary formation of psychology (James, 1890) 

and is seen most often in the present in questions of identity. In the broadest sense, 

questions of identity seek to understand who individuals are. Peripheral to this area of 

research is a niche of scholars with interests in the development of the self who are 

concerned with understanding how individuals become whom they are (Syed & McLean, 

2016). Of the latter, the work of Erik Erikson (1950, 1968) figures prominently, and has 

been used to understand the impact of cultural representations on identity.  

Through Erikson’s psychosocial theory of identity development, psychologists 

have sought to uncover the processes involved in identity development as a function of 

cultural representations. Thus, the following will: 1) Provide a brief overview of the 

psychosocial theory of development and related theories, and; 2) Summarize the literature 

related to identity development as a function of cultural representations from body image 

research, to social comparisons and representations, possible selves, and other related 
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theories. Relevant theories of identity and cultural representations will be detailed, as will 

empirical findings. 

Implications of Cultural Representations for Identity 

 Within the literature on psychology, the effects of cultural representations on 

identity have been examined through Erikson’s (1950; 1968) psychosocial theory of 

identity development and other related frameworks (Daniels & Gillen, 2015). Considered 

a pioneer of psychosocial processes, Erikson’s psychosocial theory of identity 

development centers on the internalization and negotiation of social processes from a 

psychological perspective (McLean & Syed, 2015; Crocetti & Meeus, 2015; Fivush & 

Zaman, 2015; Pasupathi, 2015). Integral to Erikson’s theorizing is the concept of identity 

integration, or what Erikson referred to as a sense of sameness and continuity (Syed & 

McLean, 2016). According to Erikson, identity integration is essential to the development 

of a healthy identity. Though concerned with the interaction between the individual and 

various social processes, Erikson also advocated for the surrounding sociocultural context 

and its potential influence to be considered (Daniels & Gillen, 2015; Nelson, Kling, 

Wängqvist, Frisén, & Syed, 2018). For Erikson then, identity development occurs at both 

the individual- and cultural-level. While not all researchers engage directly with Erikson, 

there remains a common theme of examining the relationship between the individual and 

culture when attending to the ways in which cultural representations inform individual 

identities.  

The embodiment of cultural representations. In light of Erikson’s emphasis on 

the sociocultural context of the developing individual, psychologists have adopted his 

theoretical framework to examine the female embodiment of cultural representations 
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(Daniels & Gillen, 2015; Gillen & Lefkowitz, 2011; Jones & Newman, 2009; Nelson et 

al., 2018; Wängqvist & Frisén, 2013). Historically, women have been constrained in 

multiple ways, including through limited roles and opportunities (Douglas & Michaels, 

2004; Friedan, 1963). Additional constraints include a strong societal emphasis on the 

female body and aesthetics, with depictions centering on the female body as an object to 

be displayed (Brumberg, 1997). This process resulted in the female body emerging as a 

critical site of engagement for identity development – a trend that remains in the present 

(Daniels & Gillen, 2015).  

Though the roles of women are far more expansive in the modern era, the body 

continues to be a medium for self-examination. Since males have had various sites to 

engage with for identity development in addition to the body, the relationship is different 

for men though still important. To date, there has been limited empirical research on the 

body and identity, with one study finding that identity exploration was related to 

internalized societal body standards for women (Wängqvist & Frisén, 2013). Wängqvist 

and Frisén (2013) examined the relationship between identity formation (as 

conceptualized by Erikson), body esteem, and body internalization in a sample of 

Swedish adolescents. Results indicated that positively perceiving others’ evaluations of 

their appearance was related to interpersonal identity commitment, while internalizing 

societal body standards was related to interpersonal identity exploration among young 

women. For young men, positive self-evaluations of their appearance were related to 

interpersonal identity commitment (Wängqvist & Frisén, 2013). As discussed by 

Foucault, Hall, and Erikson, these findings point to context as a structure for self-

understanding to occur. 
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More recent research on identity and the body has examined trajectories of body 

esteem from adolescence to emerging adulthood in a sample of 967 participants (Nelson 

et al., 2018). Nelson and colleagues (2018) used group-based trajectory modeling to 

identify three forms of body esteem, including appearance, weight, and attribution. 

Results indicated that these groups had significant variations in body esteem over the 

course of six waves spanning 14 years. Associations with gender, identity coherence, 

identity confusion, and psychological well-being differed across the three groups. 

Specifically, participants with declining weight and appearance esteem trajectories in 

adolescence demonstrated lower identity coherence and psychological well-being in 

emerging adulthood and were more likely to be females (Nelson et al., 2018). As 

suggested by the authors, these findings point to the body as a “home” for identity 

development (Nelson et al., 2018, p. 11).  

There are ranges of other theories that explore the relationship between identity 

and the body in addition to Erikson, though many occur within an Eriksonian framework 

that focuses on the sociocultural environment of the individual. Examples of pertinent 

theories include social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), which contends that 

individuals engage in self-evaluation through comparisons to others, while self-

discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987) suggests that perceived discrepancies between the 

self and comparisons is related to psychological distress. Peripheral to these frameworks 

is the theory of possible selves (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). Possible selves capture 

thoughts individuals have about their future potential, and include both the selves 

individuals have potential to become and are fearful of becoming. Drawing from social 

comparison theory, possible selves are the result of past social comparisons. As stated by 
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theoreticians Markus and Nurius (1986), “What others are now, I could become” (p. 

954). 

Possible selves are a cognitive display of longstanding goals, aspirations, and 

motives, as well as fears and threats. Through this process, possible selves offer a self-

relevant form and meaning to individuals, and serve as the connection between self-

concept and motivation. This is an association that has been borne out in empirical 

studies, wherein possible selves have been associated with delinquency (Oyserman & 

Markus, 1990), academic outcomes (Oyserman, Bybee, Terry, and Hart-Johnson, 2004), 

and school persistence (Oyserman, Terry, and Bybee, 2002). Balanced possible selves – 

that is, having a schema for both feared and positive, expected possible selves – have 

been identified as a significant predictor of delinquent behavior (Oyserman & Markus, 

1990). Positive possible selves are also a predictor of self-esteem (Knox, Funk, Elliott, & 

Bush, 1998), while academic possible selves are a predictor of grades (Oyserman, Bybee, 

Terry, and Hart-Johnson, 2004), and academic behavior (Oyserman, Terry, and Bybee, 

2002). 

Indeed, social comparisons seem to stimulate possible selves, which have the 

potential to both expand and constrain individual identities and behavior. There is a 

strong social component to possible selves that includes the social, historical, and cultural 

context of an individual’s social group, as well as an individual’s own experiences. As a 

result, possible selves are an embodiment of the imaginative nature of the self and the 

ways in which it is constrained. Other related frameworks that focus on sociohistorical 

and cultural contexts include social representation theory (Moscovici, 1961), which 

suggests that there is a societal repository of images, assumptions, and public meanings 
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that provide a shared language for individuals to make sense of their past, present, and 

future (Deaux & Philogène, 2001). Other models have pointed to the influence of culture, 

the media, parents, and peers (Jackson, 2002; Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, & Tantleff-

Dunn, 1999) on what is considered appealing for particular bodies, which then affects 

individuals’ attitudes and behaviors. An example of this can be seen in objectification 

theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996), which highlights the 

tendency in Western culture to objectify the body, turning it into a site of self-evaluation. 

According to theoreticians, objectification occurs at multiple levels that include 

interpersonal, social, and individual interactions.  

Taken together, these frameworks underscore the importance of social factors in 

self-understanding and an individual’s cultural identity. In particular, these interrelated 

theories and empirical studies suggest that the foundation from which the self is 

constructed from and examined has a strong social component. It is without question that 

these findings have implications for Native Americans as both a liminal racialized and 

politicized social group (Brayboy, 2005). That is, the status of Native Americans is often 

located between a racialized and politicized identity, though wider society seldom 

acknowledges the latter. As articulated by Bryan McKinley Jones Brayboy (2005), the 

different discourses in circulation regarding what it means to be Native American taken 

together with the current political experiences of Native Americans creates a context 

wherein individuals struggle to be identified racially and politically.  

Cultural Representations of Native Americans 

The aforementioned theories seem well suited to examine the interaction between 

systems of cultural representation and individual identities among Native Americans in 
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light of the theoretical focus on various sources (e.g., parents, peers, institutions) and 

types (images, literature, verbal) of representations. Additionally, this focus is consistent 

with Foucault who was interested in the influential power of diverse systems of 

representation and the numerous sources through which they are disseminated. Indeed, 

much of the psychological research on systems of representation have used social 

representation theory and the theory of possible selves to shed light on the ways in which 

cultural representations of Native Americans influence their self-understanding, 

perceptions, and behaviors.  

Psychologists who have adopted a social representation framework have stated 

that Native Americans are rarely depicted as modern day peoples with typical social 

roles. For instance, there has been extensive theoretical and empirical research that 

examines media representations. Leavitt and colleagues (2015) contend that limited and 

narrow media representations of Native Americans restrict self-understanding and 

identity development. Fryberg and Townsend (2008) offered a similar proposition in their 

theory of invisibility, stating that underrepresentation in the media takes away messages 

and strategies that guide individuals toward personhood. Building off the theory of 

invisibility, it has been proposed that media representations of Native Americans 

contribute to homogenization, deindividuation, self-stereotyping, and identity prototypes 

(Leavitt, Covarrubias, Perez, & Fryberg, 2015).  

Limited and narrow representations of Native Americans include mascots and 

Disney princesses, and have been implicated in the self-esteem, self-understanding, and 

perceptions of future potential among Native American adolescents (Fryberg, Markus, 

Oyserman, & Stone, 2008). Over the course of four studies, Fryberg and colleagues 
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(2008) examined the relationships among these variables. The first study explored the 

associations students had of images of Native American mascots, Pocahontas, and 

statistics of disparities experienced by Native Americans. After being presented with 

images, students were asked to write the first five words that came to mind, which were 

coded as positive or negative. Mascots and Pocahontas had positive associations, while 

the statistics image had negative associations (Fryberg et al., 2008). The second and third 

study examined the psychological outcomes of these images on Native American 

adolescents. Results found that being primed with the images was associated with lower 

self-esteem and community worth in comparison to those who were not exposed to the 

images. The fourth study examined how representations affect possible selves, finding 

that college students who were primed with mascot images generated fewer achievement 

based possible selves than students primed with an image of a Native American college 

student.  

Other empirical research concerning the possible selves of Native American 

college students found that Native American students generate more feared possible 

selves associated with poverty and deviant behavior in comparison to White students 

(Fryberg & Markus, 2003). Fryberg and Markus (2003) found that Native American 

students generated fewer positive current selves and self-descriptors than White students. 

An additional study examining the impact of positive representations on Native American 

middle school students found that students primed with an image and biography of a 

Native American academic role model reported higher feelings of school belonging in 

comparison to the control (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015). Moreover, Native American 

students who identified several role models reported higher feelings of belonging in 
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comparison to students who identified few, and a similar level of belonging as White 

students who identified few role models (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015).  

To summarize, the literature regarding cultural representations among Native 

American peoples has largely examined the influence of media representations on the 

self. Limited and narrow media representations that have been examined include mascots 

and cartoon characters, while few studies have considered knowledge put forth in 

statistics or academic based role models representing Native Americans. Additionally, 

these studies have focused on the role of media representations in various aspects of the 

self, such as esteem, self-understanding, and perceptions of future possibilities. By and 

large, the literature has emphasized the power of media representations to constrain the 

former, while the study of representations of academic role models has attended to 

academic outcomes.  

Limitations 

 At present, there are several limitations to consider in the literature. First, while 

many of the theories that implicate representations in identity development propose that 

representations come from various sources, the current research only discusses popular 

culture and the mass media as a disseminating source. In one study, knowledge based in 

statistics was identified as a representation, but no further research has expanded upon 

these findings (Fryberg et al., 2008). Second, the current literature places a strong 

emphasis on limited and narrow media representations even though theories of 

representation have highlighted different types of representations that extend beyond 

images depicted in the media. As advocated for by Hall, a Foucaultian approach suggests 

that systems of representation are non-hierarchical, occurring at various sites throughout 
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society, while an Eriksonian perspective would suggest the same as representations of the 

body occur at multiple levels. Consequently, we are likely overlooking important 

representations by limiting the scope of inquiry to media representations. It is essential 

that we take a bottom-up approach to examine the content of representations that are 

salient to individuals to gain a deeper understanding of the role of various representations 

on development.    

Third, the state of the literature focuses on the influence of representations on 

Native American adolescents within achievement-related domains (i.e., education). This 

is important work given that education has the potential to increase quality of life and 

promote upward mobility, however, this overlooks the large proportion of Native 

American peoples who are living productive and meaningful lives outside of Western 

notions of achievement. Fourth, the literature limits individual agency by focusing on the 

power of representations to constrain the self. In general, theoretical and empirical studies 

seem to emphasize the ways in which representations limit self-understanding, self-

esteem, and perceptions of future aspirations.  

In sum, the literature has taken a top-down approach to representation, presuming 

which representations are most salient to the self. This approach has been mechanistic in 

nature in that it focuses on the unidirectional relationship of the affect of representations 

on individuals. Though the literature can tell us that representations tend to have a 

negative impact on the self, it fails to illustrate the process through which this occurs.  

Indeed, this is a major limitation given that approaches advocated for by Foucault, Hall, 

and Erikson have stressed that individuals come to accept and reject representations upon 

engaging with them. In order to shed light on how the processes of negotiation that 
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individuals employ when a representation is encountered, it is essential then that we step 

outside of the mechanistic framework to one that is more contextual in nature, such as the 

Reconceptualized Ecological System for Native Americans (RES-NA; Fish & Syed, in 

press).  

Adapted from Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems model, RES-NA 

emphasizes the multiple layers of context that define the ecology of Native Americans. 

This model takes into consideration the various environments that have a bearing on the 

development of Native Americans. Towards this end, RES-NA identifies first, historical 

contexts, and second, cultural contexts as central to the present day experiences of Native 

Americans. Not only does RES-NA take into account the cultural component of 

representations, but it also attends to elements of time found in historical contexts. This 

points to another limitation in the literature, as elements of time – including both 

ontogenetic and historical phylogenetic change – have not been given much empirical 

consideration.  

Without question, elements of time such as continuity and temporality have 

implications for the self. Self-continuity refers to the ability to form a self-conception that 

extends backwards into the past and forward into the future. This sort of personal 

continuity is a core condition for individuals to be able to form an enduring identity. 

There is also cultural continuity, which refers to a culture’s persistence over time 

(Chandler & LaLonde, 2008). When a culture is stable, cultural continuity can guide the 

behavior, beliefs, and practices of individuals, helping to navigate developmental 

milestones. However, when a culture has experienced instability, it can be rather difficult 

to form a sense of self that incorporates culture.  
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Indeed, developing a self-concept is both an individual, as well as a collective 

endeavor. One’s understanding of the self is rooted in an individual’s social and cultural 

contexts and the meanings and practices found within them, and when there is instability 

in social and cultural contexts over time, it can have major implications for the self 

(Chandler & LaLonde, 2008). For instance, how does one achieve a sense of sameness 

over time – or what Erikson refers to as integration – if the past, present, and future are 

incongruent with one another? This is referred to as temporal identity integration, or the 

coordination of past, present, and future selves (Syed & McLean, 2016). Not to be 

confused with having the same identity over time, but rather, temporal identity 

integration is having a general sense of continuity that connects and synthesizes the past, 

present, and future – the latter of which enables individuals to envision a future.  

This has been demonstrated in empirical research, wherein individual and cultural 

continuity are strongly associated with one another in First Nations youth (Chandler & 

LaLonde, 2008). The extent to which Aboriginal communities preserved aspects of their 

culture associated with the past while bearing in mind a potential future for their culture 

had strong associations with youth suicide (Chandler & LaLonde, 2004). For example, 

Aboriginal communities that engaged in six cultural continuity factors had no youth 

suicides in comparison to Aboriginal communities that did not engage in any, eliciting 

suicide rates well above national rates (Chandler & LaLonde, 2004). As stated by 

Chandler and LaLonde (2004), when the “temporal course” of an individual’s cultural 

identity is disrupted, future possibilities are also disrupted, placing youth at increased risk 

for suicide (p. 4).  
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Research concerning the relationship between cultural representations and Native 

Americans’ sense of self has done well to attend to the social and cultural contexts of 

representations; however, it has failed to take into consideration disruptions in 

temporality and continuity. For instance, the social and cultural contexts of media 

representations have been examined, but the process through which individuals integrate 

representations into their sense of self in a culture that has experienced severe disruptions 

has not. Temporal integration is central in contextual approaches to identity, and can be 

seen in autobiographical reasoning and the life story (Syed & McLean, 2016). Temporal 

integration concerns the movement of parts of the self over time, leading up to the present 

and imagining a future. However, mechanistic frameworks do not allow for this to be 

examined with ease because of the focus on causes associated with the individual or an 

antecedent event that occurs directly before an outcome (Cooper, 1987). In fact, the role 

of temporal integration in Native Americans who are engaging with cultural 

representations has received little empirical attention despite it being a core 

developmental process that is consistent with an Eriksonian approach to identity (Syed & 

Mitchell, 2015).  

In sum, the available research on cultural representations among Native 

Americans disproportionately focuses on the effect of limited and narrow media 

representations on self-understanding and perceptions of future possibilities. Though 

there has been some research on academic role models, this area of the literature has been 

framed in terms of ethnic representation in academic domains and its affect on school 

identity. In its current condition, the state of the literature fails to provide a critical 

examination of the various types of cultural representations and the processes through 



 

 398 

which individuals come to integrate cultural representations into their sense of self. By 

taking an approach that diverges from the current psychological literature that is informed 

by Foucault, Hall, and Erikson, we can advance the psychological understanding of 

Native Americans experiences with cultural representations by examining how 

individuals engage with various constructions of their culture. 

Critical Indigenous Methodologies  

As previously mentioned, top-down, mechanistic psychological models and 

approaches are ill equipped to address Native Americans experiences with cultural 

representations. Additionally, these sorts of models and academic research in general 

have been implicated in imperial and colonial practices in indigenous populations (Smith, 

2013). In her seminal work, Decolonizing Methodologies, Smith (2013) provides scholars 

working with indigenous peoples with research methods and designs that are rooted in 

indigenous epistemologies, and that are respectful and empowering. In working towards 

these ends, Smith (2013) and others have identified narrative research as an appropriate 

qualitative method for working with indigenous communities and in indigenous spaces as 

it is a mutually beneficial approach to research with indigenous populations (Hendry, 

2007). Hendry (2007) describes narrative research as a less exploitive research method 

that enables communities and individuals who have been marginalized to use their voice 

and share their stories. Additionally, narrative research is a common approach taken to 

examining identity development – especially for analyzing the content and processes that 

the current literature on cultural representations among Native Americans is lacking. 

Both of which will be expanded upon below.   
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Master narratives. An approach that enables researchers to attend to the content 

of cultural context of individuals and the processes of negotiation between the two that is 

consistent with indigenous epistemologies and ontologies is the master narrative model of 

identity development (McLean & Syed, 2015). The master narrative framework provides 

researchers with a model of identity development that focuses on both individual and 

cultural structures, and the interplay between the two. McLean and Syed’s (2015) 

approach to understanding identity development centers on 1) the person, 2) the culture, 

and 3) the processes of negotiation between the person and the culture. By attending to 

the intersection between self and society, the master narrative model of identity 

development enables researchers to shed light on how individuals negotiate with the 

cultural context that they are situated within. Historically, this latter part has not been a 

strongpoint of identity development research, which tends to take a mechanistic approach 

by identifying causal associations between individuals and their cultural context, rather 

than understanding how such connections came about.  

Master narratives are defined as broad, culture-specific, shared stories that guide 

the thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors of the members of a given culture (McLean & Syed, 

2015). When constructing personal narratives, individuals may internalize the master 

narrative or construct an alternative narrative that differs from or resists the master 

narrative. In other words, personal narratives represent a balance of master narratives and 

alternative narratives. The degree to which a personal narrative is informed by master 

narratives and alternative narratives depends on which narrative individuals are more 

closely aligned with. Individuals aligned with the master narrative have personal 

narratives that reify existing cultural structures, whereas those aligned with alternative 
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narratives have personal narratives that contrast with the master narrative (McLean, 

Shucard, & Syed, 2017). Consequently, master narratives are always acknowledged, 

whether its through adherence or opposition.  

The psychological processes that are essential to the master narrative model 

include negotiation and internalization. The first refers to processes of negotiation 

between the self and society, which examines the ways in which individuals feel both 

connected to their culture, yet also distinct. The second process is internalization, which 

enables researchers to examine the extent to which individuals internalize master 

narratives when constructing their own personal narratives. Both of these processes point 

to master narratives as a structure for individuals to engage with when constructing their 

own narratives, thus, McLean and Syed (2015) attend to notions of agency in identity 

development. The master narrative model points to the limitations of individual agency in 

constructing a personal narrative within the structure imposed by a master narrative. To 

be clear, this is not to say that there is a complete lack of agency, but rather, that 

individual agency is constrained by the structure imposed by master narratives.  

 Similar to the master narrative model of identity development, Gone and 

colleagues (1999) have presented a conceptualization of cultural identity that attends to 

the structures of the self and society. This conceptualization is informed by the classic 

taxonomies of the self, developed by cultural anthropologist Irving Hallowell (1955) and 

cognitive psychologist Ulric Neisser (1988). Gone and colleagues’ (1999) 

conceptualization proposes that cultural identity is a form of conscious, reflexive, and 

evaluative self-understanding pertaining to the aspect of the self that is committed to the 

shared values and practices of a cultural group. Consequently, it is possible for individual 
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actors to exercise agency within durable cultural structures. Both approaches advocated 

for here are consistent with Foucault and Hall, whose theories suggest that it is difficult to 

know what it means to be Native American beyond the ways in which it has been 

represented. 

Integrative Framework 

 In light of the range of literature on cultural representations and the limited 

empirical psychological research on the topic with Native Americans, the guiding 

framework for my dissertation project will center on integrating these various 

perspectives. This integrative perspective occurs at the confluence of the aforementioned 

philosophical, psychological, and critical indigenous models, and draws from 1) 

Foucault’s systems of representations; 2) Hall’s framework on cultural representations as 

connected to knowledge and meaning; 3) An Eriksonian perspective on the role of 

context in identity development, and; 4) Critical indigenous approaches to research in 

Native American communities (see Figure 1).  

Foucault’s conceptualization of representation is as a system that regulates and 

gives meaning to the production of knowledge, which in turn, has consequences for the 

psyche and physical body of those it concerns. Building off of Foucault, Hall proposes 

that systems of cultural representations have implications for who individuals of a 

particular culture are, and with whom they belong. Both Foucault and Hall attend to 

historical period representations occur within, as well as the regulatory power of 

representations. With regard to the latter, Hall was concerned with the mechanisms 

through which individuals adopt or reject cultural representations, while Foucault was 

more concerned with questions of freedom and resistance to systems of representations. 
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Additionally, Foucault and Hall both pointed to the various and numerous sites of cultural 

representations, noting that representations are pervasive and occur at across society 

through signs, symbols, and other signifying practices.  

Erikson’s approach to the context of the developing individual was similar to that 

of Foucault and Hall, as he highlighted how representations of the body at particular 

points in time have influenced notions of the self. Similar to Foucault and Hall, Erikson 

was also concerned with the content of representations and the processes involved in 

negotiating the structural elements of representations. As demonstrated across each of 

approaches, then, is an emphasis on the individual and the structures put forth by cultural 

representations. Consequently, a master narrative approach – which is a modern day 

interpretation of the work of Erikson – seems most appropriate to further our 

understanding of individuals’ interactions with cultural representations and the structural 

forces at play, while using a research method that is rigorous and respectful of Native 

American peoples.  

Indigenous storywork. As described earlier, critical indigenous methodologies 

are an integral component of the aforementioned interdisciplinary framework. Of which, 

narrative research has been described as a method that is rigorous, respectful, and 

beneficial to Native American communities. Indeed, scholars have identified indigenous 

oral narratives as a core element of indigenous epistemologies, and thus, have been used 

widely in research with Native American peoples (Archibald, 2008; Grande, 2015; Smith, 

2013; Willox et al., 2012). Along with technological advances, narrative research 

methods have shifted to include digital media technologies (Willox et al., 2012), resulting 

in a research method known as digital storytelling.  
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Digital storytelling has been identified as an emergent narrative research method 

that addresses potential pitfalls of narrative research. As previously mentioned, though 

narrative research has been identified as a less exploitive method, it runs the risk of 

objectifying, reifying, or further marginalizing individuals if not used with caution 

(Hendry, 2007). As stated by Hendry (2007), there is potential for narrative research to 

become a form of colonization if researchers impose their agenda on participants and do 

not attend to what is being said. Digital storytelling overcomes this obstacle as 

participants lead the process of creating and constructing their own stories (Willox et al., 

2012).  

As defined by Willox and colleagues (2013), digital storytelling a participant-

created story-based data gathering strategy that preserves and empowers oral wisdom, 

and has been demonstrated to be a powerful method for providing rich, culturally relevant 

first-person narrated accounts of people’s lives. Indeed, feedback from individuals in an 

Inuit community who were participating in research using digital stories has suggested 

that the method “overlaps, dovetails, and complements” critical indigenous 

methodologies (p. 133, Willox et al., 2013). With photographs, music, text, video clips, 

voice-overlay, and art, individuals can illustrate personal narratives through the digital 

storytelling process. Digital stories are created in workshops that engage individuals in 

story development, resulting in a series of finished stories that provide nuanced 

description and contextualized accounts of the lived experiences of participants.  

Within indigenous communities, digital storytelling has been demonstrated be an 

effective research method that complements indigenous practices while also engaging 

individuals from the community in the celebration of stories. For instance, My Word: 
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Digital Storytelling and Media Lab, has used digital stories to examine narratives on 

climate change as related to health in an Inuit community (see 

http://www.townofrigolet.com/home/stories.htm; Willox et al., 2013) – resulting in the 

collection of thirty-two digital stories to date. Other projects use digital storytelling in 

indigenous communities include the Aotearoa Digital Storytelling as Indigenous Media 

Project, which centers on digital stories of resilience to historical trauma in a Maori 

community (Beltrán & Begun, 2014). Moreover, Wexler and colleagues (2012) used 

digital storytelling to collect 271 narratives from Inupiaq adolescents about how they 

navigate their daily lives. Results from which point to the utility of digital stories in 

examining identity construction and development (Wexler, Eglinton, & Gubrium, 2012).   

In light of the emphasis on indigenous methodologies, digital stories serve as a 

strong method that maps onto the aforementioned integrative perspective. Given that 

digital stories are participant-created, first person narrated accounts of peoples’ lives, this 

method will enable individuals to provide a storied account of cultural representations 

that are salient to them. In doing so, individuals will also illustrate the processes of 

negotiation involved in integrating cultural representations into their self-understanding – 

whether it is by internalizing, challenging, or resisting representations. Additionally, 

creating a digital story is a process that is healing for participants, and empowering of 

indigenous epistemologies and ontologies. Thus, the research process is mutually 

beneficial to both researcher and participant. Consistent with Foucault, Hall, and Erikson, 

digital stories are local to the community that workshops occur in, thus, allowing 

researchers to attend to the role of context in identity development, while simultaneously 
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using methodologies that are congruent with indigenous epistemologies (e.g., oral 

narratives, place-based narratives).  

Indigenous and cultural psychology. As delineated above, narrative methods are 

a common approach to research in indigenous communities, while digital stories are an 

emerging narrative method that are being used increasingly to capture the experiences of 

Native Americans. In addition to narrative research, other common areas of research in 

indigenous psychology include historical loss, enculturation, and more broadly in cultural 

psychology, ethnic identity, racial regard, and well-being. Historical loss and 

enculturation both shed light on the ways in which the psychological experiences of 

Native Americans are uniquely affected in the present day, and are significant constructs 

in this area of research. Similarly, ethnic identity, racial regard, and well-being are 

essential to the study of cultural psychology, enabling researchers to draw associations 

between the extent to which one identifies with their ethnic group and feelings towards 

ethnic group with their general well-being. All of which are further elaborated upon 

below. 

Up until this point, the focus of the present dissertation project has been on 

innovative ways in which to address limitations in the literature on cultural 

representations among Native Americans. However, we now turn our attention to the 

aforementioned constructs from indigenous and cultural psychology so as to discuss ways 

in which the current dissertation project will contribute to more mainstream areas of 

research. Specifically, historical loss, enculturation, ethnic identity, racial regard, and 

well-being will be assessed in the current dissertation project to determine the 

relationship between these constructs and the content of cultural representations, as well 
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as the processes of negotiation in integrating cultural representations into one’s sense of 

self. Again, this is an exploratory endeavor of the present dissertation project to assess for 

possible relations between the content and processes of cultural representations and well-

established constructs in the literature.  

Historical trauma and loss. Historical trauma has been defined as the 

intergenerational and cumulative “emotional and psychological wounding” that stems 

from large scale, group trauma (Brave Heart, Chase, Elkins, & Altschul,  2011, p. 283). 

Historical loss has been used as a term in scale development to measure historical trauma, 

resulting in the Historical Loss scale (Whitbeck, Adams, Hoyt, & Chen 2004). The scale 

consists of items that are each specific to a loss experienced by Native Americans. This 

includes loss of land, language, culture, practices, traditions, religion, self-respect, trust, 

and people. For each loss, individuals are asked to indicate the frequency with which they 

think of losses, with higher values indicating high historical loss. This is an important 

area of exploration as research has indicated that perceived historical losses are related to 

depression, PTSD (Brave Heart et al., 2011), and alcohol use (Whitbeck, Chen, Hoyt, & 

Adams, 2004). To date, none have examined historical loss in relation to perceived 

cultural representations or identity development processes, and thus, could be a fruitful 

area of exploration.  

Enculturation. Enculturation refers to the extent to which individuals are 

embedded in their culture as evidenced by engagement in cultural practices and 

identification with their culture (Zimmerman et al., 1994). In research, enculturation has 

been assessed often as a protective factor for alcohol abuse (Whitbeck et al., 2004). At 

times, research has relied on one indicator of enculturation (i.e., cultural identification), 
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which has elicited mixed results. Thus, researchers have begun to use multiple indices of 

enculturation in research, including spirituality, activities, and cultural identification, 

which has been identified as a buffer to depression (Whitbeck, Hoyt, Stubben, & 

LaFromboise, 2001) and found to be negatively associated with alcohol use (Whitbeck et 

al., 2004). Exploring enculturation as it relates to the content of cultural representations 

and processes of negotiation could shed light on how the construct relates to individual 

development.   

Ethnic identity. Within cultural psychology, ethnic identity is commonly 

examined through the use of the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM; Phinney, 

1992). Ethnic identity has been described as a process that occurs over time through 

individual exploration about the meaning of ethnicity on a day-to-day basis. Eventually, 

individuals may gain a sense of their ethnic identity after exploration, coming to accept 

and internalize their ethnicity (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). The MEIM has been used 

extensively in cultural psychology and has been associated with cultural behaviors, 

values, private regard, and discrimination (Phinney & Ong, 2007). Indeed, ethnic identity 

warrants exploration as it could influence the cultural representations individuals perceive 

and how they engage with them.  

Racial regard. Racial regard is comprised of both public and private regard. 

Public regard has been described as the extent to which individuals perceive others to 

view their ethnic group positively or negatively. On the other hand, private regard refers 

to and individual’s own feelings of positivity or negativity towards their ethnic group. 

Racial regard is a component of Robert Seller’s Multidimensional Model of Black 

Identity (MMBI; Sellers et al., 1997, 1998). Consequently, the measure has been used 
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extensively in research with African Americans as it relates to discrimination and 

adjustment. It has not been previously adapted or used in studies with Native American 

populations, however, is in need of exploration due to the fact that Native Americans are 

a marginalized population, and thus, racial regard may also play a role in individuals’ 

experiences with cultural representations.  

Psychological well-being. Psychological well-being is a common construct 

assessed for in cultural psychology, especially in relation to discrimination, acculturation, 

and regard. One aspect of psychological well-being, that is, general psychological distress 

has been commonly measured through the use of the Brief Symptom Inventory–18 (BSI-

18; Meijer, de Vries, & van Bruggen, 2011). In addition to psychological distress, 

positive features of well-being have been measured as well. The Satisfaction With Life 

Scale is a measure of global life satisfaction that has been used in a wide range of 

populations (Aishvarya et al., 2014). Individuals’ perceptions of cultural representations 

and processes related to internalization or resistance could have implications for 

psychological well-being and is an important area to explore.  

The Present Study  

 As mentioned before, there are numerous limitations in the literature concerning 

Native Americans’ experiences with cultural representations. Of note, the limitations 

found in the current empirical research can be distilled down into two important 

components that are central to notions of the self. This includes, first, the content of 

cultural representations, and second, the processes of negotiation involved in 

internalizing, challenging, or resisting the structural elements of cultural representations. 

At present, the psychological models that are used to examine cultural representations 

take a top-down, mechanistic approach, making such models poorly suited to address 
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these limitations. In order to achieve a further understanding of the role of cultural 

representations of Native Americans on the self, it is critical that a different approach to 

adopted. In using an integrative framework that is interdisciplinary in nature, the present 

study will use a bottom-up, context-based approach that is better equipped to speak to 

these limitations.  

Research questions. My dissertation is designed to address these limitations 

through the following research questions:  

1) How do Native American adults from an urban community perceive 

cultural representations?  

This question seeks to uncover individuals’ perceptions of cultural 

representations. As mentioned above, research examining cultural representations of 

Native Americans has tended to focus on limited and narrow media representations. That 

is, research has centered on infrequent and oversimplified representations of Native 

Americans. Given that this research has taken a top-down, mechanistic approach, 

researchers have presumed which representations are most salient to Native Americans, 

rather than querying the representations that are central to Native Americans. 

Consequently, this question is intended to unearth the different types of cultural 

representations perceived by Native Americans, as well as the source of representations. 

In other words, this question will query for the content of cultural representations.  

2) How do these individuals internalize and resist perceived cultural 

representations? 

This question seeks address a major limitation in the literature, that is, the 

psychological processes through which individuals negotiate with cultural representations 
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and integrate cultural representations into their own sense of self. More specifically, this 

question is designed to shed light on how individuals internalize, challenge, or resist the 

structural elements of cultural representations. Simply put, this is a question of process 

that will be uncovered by focusing on the extent to which individuals refer to master or 

alternative narratives (McLean, Shucard, & Syed, 2017; McLean, Syed, & Shucard, 

2016). Consequently, this question will examine participants’ degree of elaboration of 

master or dominant narratives, as well as alternative narratives.  

3) How does ethnic identity, historical loss, enculturation, regard, and 

psychological well-being relate to the content and process described in the first and 

second research questions? 

Exploratory in nature, this question will examine associations between various 

constructs from the literature on Native American psychology, cultural representations, 

and the self. These constructs include ethnic identity, historical loss, enculturation, public 

and private regard, and psychological well-being. The relationship between each of these 

variables and 1) the content of perceived cultural representations, and 2) the processes of 

negotiation will be examined. Of particular interest is the historical loss construct to 

assess for the impact of disruptions in culture on the type of cultural representations 

perceived and the processes of negotiation. We are also interested in assessing whether 

ethnic identity, degree of cultural involvement, feelings towards one’s social group or 

perceived feelings of others, and wellbeing are related to the content of cultural 

representations and the processes individuals engage when confronted with a 

representation.    

Method 
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Participants and Procedure 

During June, July, and August of 2018, 100 participants will be invited to 

participate in a series of workshops to facilitate the creation of digital stories in addition 

to taking an online questionnaire consisting of the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure, 

the Historical Loss Scale, and the Brief Symptom Inventory, as well as measures of 

regard, enculturation and demographics. Individuals will be invited to participate in the 

workshops and survey through flyers distributed through established community 

partnerships in an urban Native American community in Minneapolis. Partnerships 

include the Little Earth Residents Association, the Little Earth Neighborhood Early 

Learning Center, the Indian Health Board, the Circle of Indigenous Nations, the 

Indigenous Peoples Task Force, and the Minneapolis American Indian Center. At present, 

I have established relationships with administrators or directors at all of these 

organizations. In addition to flyers, individuals will be invited to participate in the present 

study through emails sent to the Minnesota Indian Listserve, and through tabling events. 

To be included in the study, individuals must be adults who are 18-years of age or older 

and who identify as Native American. 

Measures 

Demographics. Participants will respond to a measure of demographics inquiring 

about their Native American heritage, tribal affiliation, age, socioeconomic status, 

employment status, gender identity, sexual orientation, where they were raised, and level 

of education.  

Ethnic identity. The revised 12-item version of the Multigroup Ethnic Identity 

Measure (MEIM) will be used to measure ethnic identity (Phinney, 1992; Roberts et al., 
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1999). The measure consists of two subscales, including ethnic identity exploration and 

ethnic identity commitment. Participants will respond to items on a 4-point Likert scale, 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). Sample items on the exploration 

subscale include “I think a lot about how my life will be affected by my ethnic group 

membership” and “I have spent time trying to find out more about my ethnic group, such 

as its history, traditions, and customs.” Sample items on the commitment subscale 

include “I have a strong sense of belonging to my own ethnic group” and “I have a lot of 

pride in my ethnic group.” This measure has been used widely in ethnic identity research, 

and has been demonstrated to have good reliability and validity (Roberts et al., 1999).  

Historical loss. Perceived historical losses will be measured with the Historical 

Loss Scale (Whitback, Adams, Hoyt, & Chen, 2004), which is a 12-item measure 

intended to capture the frequency with which individuals think of particular historical 

losses. Participants will rank frequency with which items occur on a 6-point Likert-type 

scale (1 = several times a day; 2 = daily; 3 = weekly; 4 = monthly; 5 = yearly or at special 

times; 6= never). Sample items include “The loss of our land” and “Losing our culture.” 

This measure has been used in research with Native American peoples, and has been 

demonstrated to have good internal reliability (Whitbeck et al., 2004). 

Psychological well-being. The revised 18-item version of the Brief Symptom 

Inventory (BSI-18) will be used to measure three features of psychiatric disorders, 

including somatization (SOM), depression (DEP), and anxiety (ANX) – all of which are 

captured by six-item subscales. Participants will respond on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 

= not at all; 2 = a little bit; 3 = moderately; 4 = quite a bit; 5 = extremely). Sample items 

for each subscale include “Pains in heart or chest (SOM),” “Feeling lonely (DEP),” and 
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“Feeling tense or keyed up (ANX).” This measure has been demonstrated to have 

excellent reliability and validity (Derogatis, 2000, 2001), and is widely used as a measure 

of general psychological distress (Meijer, de Vries, & van Bruggen, 2011). Participants 

will also respond to the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & 

Griffin, 1985), which is a 5-item measure of global life satisfaction. Participants will 

respond to items on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

(strongly agree). Higher scores on this measure are indicative of higher life satisfaction. 

The scale has been demonstrated to have strong psychometric properties, including good 

internal consistency (Diener et al., 1985). 

Regard. Regard, or feeling positively or negatively about one’s group 

membership, will be measured using an adaptation of the Regard subscale of the 

Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI; Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & 

Chavous, 1998; Sellers, Rowley, Chavous, Shelton, & Smith, 1997).  The Regard 

subscale consists of two dimensions – public regard and private regard. Public regard 

refers to feeling that others view one’s group membership positively or negatively, while 

private regard refers to individuals feeling positively or negatively towards their group 

membership. Sample items for public and private regard include “Overall, Blacks are 

considered good by others” and “I feel good about Black people,” respectively. The 

present study will adapt the subscale to reflect Native American group membership, 

rather than African American group membership. The public and private regard subscales 

have been demonstrated be reliable measures of racial regard in samples with Black 

participants (Scottham, Sellers, Nguyên (2008). To date, these subscales have not been 

used in research with Native Americans.  
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Enculturation. Enculturation, or the extent to which individuals are embedded in 

their culture, will be assessed following the procedure detailed by Whitbeck and 

colleagues (2004). This includes assessing individuals’ participation in cultural activities, 

identification with Native American culture, and spirituality (Whitbeck et al., 2004). 

Participation in traditional activities will be assessed with 19-items describing cultural 

activities. Participants will respond indicating if they have participated in each cultural 

activity and how recently. Responses include 1 = Yes, in Past Year; 2 = Yes, but not in 

Past Year; 3 = No, and; 4 = Don’t know.  Cultural identification will by assessed by a 

measure adapted from Oetting and Beauvais’ (1990-1991) American Indian cultural 

identification items. This measure asks participants three questions about the extent to 

which they participate in their culture, how much their family lives by their culture, and 

how much they live by their culture. Participants will respond on a 4-point Likert-type 

scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (a lot). Lastly, spirituality will be assessed by 

individuals’ participation in spiritual activities, the frequency with which individuals 

participate in spiritual activities, the importance of spiritual activities, and involvement in 

16 spiritual activities. This measure of enculturation has been demonstrated to have good 

reliability (Whitbeck et al., 2004).  

Digital Storytelling Workshops 

For my project, digital stories will be created through a series of digital 

storytelling workshops adapted from the Immigration History Research Center’s 

workshop guide for Immigrant Stories (see https://cla.umn.edu/ihrc/research/immigrant-

stories/toolkits). Ten workshops of approximately ten participants each will be held at the 
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Minneapolis American Indian Center, which has been approved by the center’s Executive 

Director, Mary LaGarde.  

Story prompts. Participants will be prompted to write about any personal or 

family experience encountering representations of Native American culture. Participants 

will have a choice of using one of four story prompts, including: 1) Development, 2) 

Cultural Object, 3) Family, and 4) Place (see Appendix A for story prompts).  

Digital story creation.  The present study will adhere to the two-day digital 

storytelling workshop schedule (see Appendix A for workshop schedule). The digital 

storytelling workshops will facilitate individuals writing a 300-500 word story about an 

experience encountering a cultural representation. This will result in a digital story of 3-5 

minutes that combines multiple forms of media, including video, images, voiceover, text, 

as well as music. Digital stories will be made with using an adapted version of the 

Immigrant Stories website that is specific for Native Americans. Through the adapted 

website, digital stories will be created through video editing software, WeVideo (see 

https://immigrantstories.umn.edu/). Five steps have been identified for making a digital 

story: 1) Writing a story and collecting materials, 2) Recording a voiceover, 3) Finding 

media, 4) Putting steps 1-3 together in WeVideo, and 5) Sharing the digital story 

(optional).   

Data Analysis Plan 

Research question 1: How do Native American adults from an urban 

community perceive cultural representations?  

In order to examine perceived cultural representations, digital story narratives will 

be coded for content. Content refers to the subject matter of the story, and for this 
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dissertation project in particular, the focus will be on exploring the content of cultural 

representations. Consistent with the integrative framework previously described, analysis 

will be descriptive, focusing on the source of the cultural representation (e.g., parents, 

peers, community, institution, etc.), the type of cultural representation (e.g., media, 

literary, historical), and the valence of the cultural representation (e.g., negative, positive) 

– mapping onto the ideas of Foucault, Hall, and Erikson. Codes will be created based on 

an inductive, qualitative analysis of the source, type, and valence that individuals use to 

describe the content of perceived cultural representations and will be coded for absent or 

present.  

Thematic analysis, a rigorous qualitative method widely used in psychology, will 

be used to analyze the narratives (Braun and Clarke, 2006). According to Braun and 

Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is a qualitative method for identifying, analyzing, and 

reporting themes present in the data. Digital story narratives will be analyzed following 

the six-phase method delineated by Braun and Clarke (2006). The first phase of thematic 

analysis is becoming familiar with the data, and may involve repeated readings of the 

data or engaging in active reading. The second phase involves generating initial codes 

based on interesting features identified in the data, and collating the data. Phase three 

involves searching for themes among the data, sorting the initial codes into potential 

themes. In phase four, potential themes are reviewed and refined to determine if codes 

have enough data support. Following this, thematic maps are generated. During phase 

five, themes are defined and named, whereas phase six involves data analysis, producing 

a final write-up of the thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  
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Research question 2: How do these individuals internalize and resist 

perceived cultural representations? 

To examine the processes of negotiation individuals use to internalize or resist 

perceived cultural representations, digital story narratives will also be coded for process, 

which refers to the storyteller’s strategies to construct a meaningful narrative regarding 

cultural representations. To achieve a deeper understanding of the process through which 

individuals internalize and resist perceived cultural representations, I will attend to 

representations of master and alternative narrative by following the analysis outlined by 

McLean and colleagues (2016, 2017). Digital story narratives will be coded for Master 

Narrative Elaboration, or the degree to which individuals reference master narratives. 

This will occur on a 4-point scale that is as follows: (1) No reference to a master 

narrative; (2) Minimal reference to a master narrative; (3) Clear reference to a master 

narrative, and; (4) Detailed description of a master narrative. Narratives will also be 

coded for Alternative Narrative Elaboration, which will follow the same scale with the 

exception of replacing the term “master narrative” with “alternative narrative.” 

Additionally, I will code for Positive Meaning Making and Negative Meaning Making as 

follows: (1) No meaning; (2) Minimal positive or negative meaning; (3) Clearly present 

but unelaborated positive or negative meaning, and; (4) Clearly present and elaborated 

positive or negative meaning (McLean et al., 2016, 2017). Adopting this coding system 

will provide a further understanding of the extent to which individuals internalize and 

resist master narratives. Similar to content, coding will follow the steps for thematic 

analysis described above (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Additionally, I will be open to 

emergent processes that are salient to the narrative, including self-event connections and 
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group-event connections (Pasupathi, Mansour, & Brubaker 2007). This may include 

exploring the relationship between cultural representations and an individual’s sense of 

self, and specifically, whether an individual associates or distances events from the self 

Research question 3: How does ethnic identity, historical loss, enculturation, 

regard, and psychological well-being relate to the content and process described in 

the first and second research questions? 

Given that this research question is purely exploratory, there will be no 

hypotheses regarding the associations between measures, or narrative content and 

processes. Descriptive statistics will be computed across all of the measures. 

Additionally, analyses for bivariate correlations will be conducted between responses 

from each of the measures assessing these constructs and the coded content and 

processes. For example, mean differences by narrative content and processes will be 

computed. Moreover, correlations between narrative processes – such as master and 

alternative narrative elaboration, and meaning – and cultural processes such as historical 

loss, enculturation, regard, and ethnic identity will be calculated. 
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Figure 1 
 

Illustration of interdisciplinary integration of theoretical and methodological framework 
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