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Summary of Findings 
 

This applied research project focuses on developing strategies for strengthening tribal 
governance by offering a practical and doable tribally-based civics program.  This proposal 
addresses a long-standing problem in Indian Country of disparity in knowledge levels among 
tribal members regarding tribal governance, policies and processes.  Some tribal members are 
very well informed regarding their tribal institutions and processes, while others do not fully 
understand how their tribal governments operate or why decisions are made.  This can be 
frustrating for tribal members because it can lead to setting unreasonable expectations for your 
leaders or government; or worse, feeling helpless to make positive changes in your community. 

This proposal suggests a solution for this problem: creating a tribally-based and focused 
civics class for tribal members to be conducted within their communities by their own people.  
The potential benefits include: a better-informed tribal citizenry; better communication between 
tribal leaders and their constituents; and a more-empowered tribal constituency, which can work 
toward creating solutions and developing a vision for their tribes. 

In the United States and most other developed nations, students are required to take a 
government civics class because they have proven to be effective mechanisms for creating an 
informed citizenry.  In a democracy, it is vital to have an informed citizenry not only about the 
issues but also about the processes of governance.   

Most tribes do not have a similar program in place.  This lack of a formal educating 
mechanism leads to an ad-hoc procedure for gaining political knowledge.  The ad-hoc route 
includes learning from peers or family, attending meetings to educate yourself, running for tribal 
office, etc.  All of these are proven effective tools for increasing political knowledge, but they 
vary in access and accuracy.  Including a Tribal Civics course/workshop on tribal homelands 
would offer members another tool to add their knowledge base and help build an empowered 
citizenry.   

Another complicating factor for American Indians is they all must learn American civics 
in school.  Without a tribal civics class, there is no formal education process to balance the 
information American Indians learn in American schools about their American government.  
Therefore, sometimes, tribal members can have unrealistic expectations for their tribal 
governments, in terms of ability to provide resources because they are basing their expectations 
on a different nation’s system and resources.  

The academic term for how, what and why people learn about their government is called 
political socialization.  Of the most common tools for political socialization: school, family, 
friends, shared events, religion, organized groups; the most glaring absentee for tribal political 
socialization is education.  
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Practical Implications 
 
I will offer a template to begin the curriculum development discussion, but I strongly 

encourage participants to adapt the course to fit the unique needs of their tribal community.   
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