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CHAIRPERSON, RESPECTED MEMBERS OF THE FORUM, HONORABLE 
DELEGATES FROM THE FOUR DIRECTIONS OF THE WORLD, AND THE 
YOUTH AMONG US TODAY, WE BRING YOU GREETINGS FROM THE 
ANCESTORS OF TURTLE ISLAND, AND MY ANCESTORS FROM 
AFRICA. 

We appreciate the opportunity to speak with you today about the exclusion of indigenous languages, 
cultures, and histories within the current system of education. Let me begin by explaining what 
happens when any group within society significantly dominates other groups. The cultural and 
linguistic foundations, and the history of the group that dominates others not only become the 
accepted methods of learning and teaching, and the accepted knowledge to be preserved and taught 
in education, and in the larger society, but also these foundations become so deeply embedded in the 
culture and language used in education that they are typically viewed as "natural" or appropriate 
norms, rather than as historically, politically, and culturally evolving social constructions. 
Knowledge that is perpetuated in the lower and higher levels of education is rooted in the European 
tradition, culture and language. However, scientists and scholars alike would like to make us believe 
that the knowledge children and students from all backgrounds acquire at the university and at other 
levels is inclusive because it is based on the universal values, culture, and tradition. One does not 
have to get to the university level to realize that what is taught at different levels of education, i.e., 
what is embedded in the curriculum, methods of teaching, language, and the general culture of 
learning in the school system are grounded in the European culture. Given this culture and the 
language of teaching and learning, very little is drawn from other ways of knowing that are grounded 
in the indigenous tradition which brings a different perspective and focus. Historically, 
European/western methods of teaching and learning have therefore, been viewed as the legitimate 
ways for knowledge construction and search for reality in higher education. Indigenous ways of 
knowing are often discounted and discredited as non-scientific, because they are rooted in the story 
of the people, language, culture, art, mythology and spirituality. 

Our hope is for this intervention to present the foundations of indigenous education and science and 
the importance of indigenous languages and culture in the construction and transmission of 
indigenous ways of knowing. However, we need to understand that indigenous peoples around the 
world are not a monolithic group. While there are areas of diversity with regard to locations, 
languages, cultural and spiritual practices. Indigenous people, the world over share a common 
history of racism and exclusion in education. They also embrace a common worldview, i.e. an 
understanding and interpretation of the universe, and the interrelationship among humans, nature and 
the supernatural. In addition, they share a belief that indigenous knowledges and wisdoms are 
rooted in indigenous culture and languages, as well as the land and spirituality within and around 
them. 



Language is the Soul of Hie People: 

To indigenous peoples language is their soul, without which they loose ethnic identity, history, 
religion/spirituality. As indigenous people, we are the heirs of something that is so valuable and 
precious that non-indigenous peoples do not fully comprehend its beauty and importance to our 
lives. It is a gift given to us by the Creator and has been kept by our ancestors and passed on to us 
since time of creation. Our languages are what make us who we are. They are not only means for 
intergenerational communication, but are also a link between us, our history, land, and our ancestors. 
When we loose the ability to be taught and learn in our languages at school, we are not only 
disconnected from indigenous knowledges and wisdoms, but are also disconnected from our history 
and ancestors, sources of our livelihood. Indigenous youth and children from indigenous 
backgrounds, the world over, experience difficult at different levels within the system of education, 
because the curriculum and methods of teaching are all presented in a foreign language and culture. 
Mathematics and other science subjects in particular are viewed as useless because they are 
presented in a de-contextualized manner. Yet, as we all know, mathematics is a very useful subject 
with firm roots in African history. For millennium, Africa played a leading role in the development 
of mathematics. It is absurd that Africans show no interest in mathematics and other science 
subjects, it also becomes the responsibility of scientists and educators to find out the factors that 
contribute to these attitudes. 

One of the reasons has to do with the foundations of cultural differences in ways of knowing 
and learning. When these differences are considered, one realizes that indigenous ways of 
knowing emphasize the following: 

Learning is a lifelong process, and the elderly are respected as repositories of knowledge and 
visdom, and they pass it on to the younger generation. Learning is contextualized, is part of daily 
ictivities, and is interactional, stressing co-existence with nature and the preservation of 
neaningfulness. It stresses the value of harmony with nature and co-operation with one another 
vithin the learning environment, and emphasis is on unity, wholeness, healing, and 
nterconnectedness of knowledge. Learning serves to transmit preserve indigenous languages, ethnic 
dentities, the history of the people, and enhances respect for nature. It is person-oriented, i.e., it is 
earner-centred. Learning has a spiritual quality, a tolerance for ambiguity exists, and the notion that 
ometimes there is no answer to our questions is accepted. 

\s parents, educators and teachers we have a responsibility to indigenous children and youth. We 
now that as long as indigenous languages, cultures, and histories are excluded from the current 
ystem of education, our children and youth are doomed to be miseducated. We also know that as 
ong as our languages remain alive, we have the chance to exist as people with dignity and respect as 
he Creator intended us to be. 

Thank You Chairperson for the time. 


