A Mother Speaks


“Before you take charge of the classroom that contains my child, please ask yourself why you are going to teach Indian children.  What are your expectations?  What are the stereotypes and untested assumptions that you bring with you into the classroom? 


“ . . . My child has a culture, probably older than yours; he has meaningful values and a rich and varied experiential background.  However strange or incomprehensible it may seem to you, you have no right to do or say anything that implies to him that it is less than satisfactory. . . . 


“Like most Indian children his age, he is competent.  He can dress himself, prepare a meal for himself, clean up afterwards, care for a younger child.  He knows his Reserve, all of which is his home, like the back of his hand. 


“He is not accustomed to having to ask permission to do the ordinary things that are part of normal living.  He is seldom forbidden to do anything; more usually the consequences of an action are explained to him, and he is allowed to decide for himself whether or not to act.  His entire existence . . . has been an experiential learning situation, arranged to provide him with the opportunity to develop his skills and confidence in his own capacities.  Didactic teaching will be an alien experience for him. . . .  


“ . . . You will be well advised to remember that our children are skilful interpreters of the silent language. They will know your feelings and attitudes with unerring precision, no matter how carefully you arrange your smile or modulate your voice. . . .

 
“Will [my child] learn that his sense of his own value and dignity is valid, or will he learn that he must forever be apologetic and ‘trying harder’ because he isn’t white?  Can you help him to acquire the intellectual skills he needs without . . . imposing your values on top of those he already has? 


“Respect my child.  He is a person.  He has a right to be himself” 
(Source: To Teach  by William Ayers, 1993 (pp. 40–41). 
