
AFAMILY 
OF LEARNERS 

AND 
-STORYTELLERS 

The American Indian 
Magnet School 

STORY BY CORNEL PEWEWARDY AND 
, MARY BUSHEY 

PHOTOORAPHY BY MIKE HABERMANN 

I ndi.in e~h~rnl;on h.is alw.iys been experiential 
and hoh_shc, sem as prepilring the young to be 
productive .ird powerful citizens of the world 

in which they livl'. 
The Americ.ir lndi.in M.ignet Scl~ool, in the 

S.iint Paul, Mimwsot.i public school district, offers 
this kind of holi~tic education for the individual 
growth and nurturing of illl its students. An impor
t.int reason for students to attend an American 
Indian milgnet s-:hool is the intrinsic interest
Indian cultures provide a rich and varied tapestry 
of approilches to life. Ancient tribal cultures pos
sess a myriild of myths and tales that are culturally 

diverse . The American lndian ·Milgnet school is 
conveying to students a network of values, norms, 
rituals, roles, heroes and heroines, ceremonies, per
sonal ilnecdotes, stories, and myths. The school 
attracts students, staff, and volunteers who do 
more than emphasize a Native American philoso
phy, we espouse it .ind live it. We do so for the bet
terment of our children, ourselves, and our 
world--0ne world. 

The students attending our school are "high
needs" children. They come from varied back
grounds and have often moved frequently from 
school to school without much taste of success. The 

Indian a11d non-Indian students seek out tlie American 
Indian Magnet Scl,ool becs,u~ Nqtive American culture 
and philosophy are not only taught, their values penneote 
all aspects of tlie school's approach lo education. 

problems our children face in and out of the class
room-racism, poverty, language differences, and 
cultural barriers-are not adequately addressed in 
today's typical public schools. These factors have, 
at the least, contributed to serious doubts of their 
own self worth and capabilities, and at the worst, 
left deep emotional scars. 

For Native American students who have only 57 
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71,c school's 1'r.inci1ml, Dr. G1m1cl l'rwnmrdl/, 
l'r'.'St'11/s ti syml>olic arrow lo fourlh-gmde lt',;chcr 
D1t111c K11s/11cr. A /11111dlc of arrmPs, rcprese11ti11s our 
stre11sth 1l'hc11 w1• 111'1' 1111ited, had /1,•c11 speci11//1J 
rn111111issio11cd 1111d h11d /1er11 /1/rs~cd /,,, Carpio fkn 111 / 

11 1iws P1w/,/o cider. · · 

loose connections lo their trihill roots, lndiiln idl•n
tity, an~ language, public schools lilck culturillly 
responsive and relevant curricula. Most Indian stu
dents in the United States attend public schools, 
but achievement lcvl'ls of Indian students continue 
to lag far be~nd their potenliill. Americiln lndiiln 
unemployment today stands at nearly 50 percent. 
Approximately 25 percent of all Indian children are 
separated from their immediate families and live in 
foster homes, adoptive homes, or institutions. 
Indian student dropout rates, self-hatred, and sui
cide rates far exceed that of the national average. 
Lack of student motivation can be traced, in part, to 
the feelings of disgrace and humiliation they suffer 
from theil: continual confrontation with stereotypi
cal thinking about Indian ~wople. 

Because 01 our strong commitment to an 
"extended family" approach at the American Indian 
Magnet School, students begin to feel a sense of 
belonging. Older siblings or cousins are often seen 
visiting with younger children at lunch or in the 
hallw?ys; upp~r grades .'lfl' involved in learning 
experiences with the primary students; teachers 

lake the lime lo lisll•n, lillk, and touch their stu
dents ilS lll'l'dL•d. V\t• know tllilt we ilfl' contributing 
t~l the dl'\'l'lopm,.nt of not just ii first gr.ider or ii 
sixth grader, but .in individui1l-,1 person who fl•p
resents till' future 

Saint. l'.1ul's American Indian Magnl'l School is 
the first magnet Sl'hool of its kind in Minnesota and 
the sec'.md_ in the entire nation-initiating "pl,iring 
educ~t,on 11110 ~·ult~1re" ratlwr th,111 continuing the 
pracllCL' of placmg culture into education. Students 
f~om kinlkrgarten lo eighth grade study tlw rich 
history, culture and heritage, ilnd contributions of 
the Native Amerit-.in with emphasis on the Ojibwe, 
Dakota and L1kot 1, ilnd Winnebago tribes. 

The magnet school concept is not new. Milgnet 
. schools are desigred to meet particular needs ilnd 

interests of stud,·nts and parents, working like 
magnets to attrac: voluntary student enrollment. 
At ou~s, it is thl' i chool's philosophy-the Native 
American world 1il'W-which makes the Amer
ica,~ Indian M_agnd Sdwol a sought-after learning 
envrronmt>nl for all thosL• who attend, N.itive and 
non-N,1tivP. This world view stresses rL'SPl'Ct for 
~ldl•rs; tlw 1111_porti'11Cl' of family; the Vilhll'S of giv
ing ilnd sh,mng; .ind living in b,1lc1nce and har
mony with Olll'Sl'if ,mim.ils, and all natun.• 

In N,1tivl' Anwric,111 philosophy and thought, 
"nwdici1w" is .i vi .. 11 t•rwrgy sounl' th,11 \\'l' dr,1w 
upon and llSl' for dirl'rlion ,rnd for wholl'rll'ss. 
I lolistic education L'l)U,ltl's to rl'sponsibility fur till' 
wholl' unin•rse: We Ml' all rt•lated-i\11/11k1111c 
oy11si11. This Lakot.i s,1ying spl',tks of our intt•nle
Pl'ndl:ncl: upon ore ,mollll'r and is whisperl'd in 
supplrc.it1on or prayer: "UnLkrsl,md nll' and lwlp 
me, all my relatives." 

TI1e circle is a S.ll:rt>tl symbol of life and its inten.le
pendence. Sections within a medicine whel'I cin·le 
are all co_nnL't'll•d to '.'ach other, and what happens to 
one sect,_on aff~cts the others. Tlw circle is a key 
symbol m Nat1v_e Anwrican spirituality, family 
structure, gatherings of people, meetings, songs, 
and dances. Niltive American symbolism is used in 
the architectural deidgn of our school, which incor
porates a nl'W 16,000-square-foot addition to a 1924 
school building that had bt•en vac.int for nearly a 
decade. Origin myths lwlped to tt•ach the an::hitects 
and b~rikkrs lllilny methods in collecting building 
materials, good coni,lrnction techniques, and bless
ing_ the finished building. Sometimes a myth was 
recited before construction began. 

The significance d the circle dictated the design 
of our large, circular All-Nations Room as it was 

rnnstructed and painted. It also regulall•d t•ach 
phase of construction, described the prayers that 
wefl' uttered, ilnd dictall'd how the room (its doors, 
four brick pillars, multicolored tiles, and four
pliinll'd \\'lH>dl•n cross in the ceiling) were to be 
,1lig1wd with the four card in.ii directions. By retain
ing_ certain key details of the existing school, the 
renovation and i1ddition prtlvides continuity 
bl'IWl'L'n p,1st ,rnd present, a major emphasis of the 
l'duc,1tion,1l philosophy of the school. It is a place 
for "high touch" as well .is "high tech." The All
Nations Room is a special place wlwre we connect 
persons to t•ach other ,rnd to technology in a cultur
ally responsible way. 

It is 2:30 01111 NoP1•111bcr Frid111111ftcmoo11. St11dl'llls 
arc golllt'rcd 011t.,idc (t,r the 1•ft111ti,;g of" 111011/c tree. This 
tree syml•oli::cs the l1•11mi11g 1111d grml'lh wl,icl, !Pill lake 
11f11a for each s/11de11/ lhro11glw11/ the year. A drum 
gro1111 is i11 111/e11d,111cc. l'raycrs, 11/o11s u•ith cedar, sage, 
1111d sH•cet sn1ss smoke, arc offered {t•r /1,e health 1111d 

strength of 1101 011/y tire tree, b11t lire entire school popu
/atio11. As the tree is 11bo11t lo be lowered into /lie earth, 
someone 110/ices an eagle soaring high above tire school 
gro1111ds. All eyes look skyward in appreciation of this • 
fitti11g lri/,11tc lo the strength a11d beauty of what we are 
pl1111ti11g and 1111r/11ri11g in our scl1ool.1 

This is one story of Circle Time at the American 
Indian Magnet School. We schedule Circle Time 
every Monday morning and Friday afternoon, 
During this cultural activity, everyone gathers 
together lo greet each other and share special pro
grams. Because each class has the opportunity to 
present a program or skit of a cultural nature, 
Circle Time becomes an extension of classroom 
learning. It is a shining example of peer teaching, 
cross-age grouping, and cooperative learning. 
Circle time is also a family time:_young students 
may be seen holding hands or cuddling near their 
teacher, older siblings, or cousins; often, other fam
ily members of students drop in to listen. These 

Our first year is only a preview of the educational 
success tlrat we can and must achieve. The gateway to 
a bet/a life for us, as for all Americans, l1as always 
bee11 ed11cal ion. Our family of learners looks to elders 
falr knowledge as we estab/isl, a culturally relevant 
rnrrirn/11111 tlra/ prepares 11s for the future. 
UPPER LEFf Tire school's All-Nations Room. 
UPPER RIGI IT Team teacl1i11g and cross-age grouping 
of st11de11/s capitalizes 011 tire strengths of teachers and 
st11de11/s alike. · 
LOWER LEFT St11de11/s 11si11g the compuler laboratory. 
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gatherings are part of our "family of learners" con
cept. When not held outdoors, they take plact' in 
our specially-designed All-Nations Room. 

Our classrooms are self-contained in "family
style" rooms, linked to another class by connecting 
doors. Team teaching and cross-age grouping of 
students capitalizes on the strengths of teachers 
and students alike. These flexible approaches 
e11sure the highest degree of social and academic 
success with the least frustration possible. Whole 
language instruction, utilizing a wide variety of 
multicultural literature, is employed acmss the cur
riculum to strengthen the thinking and cm~mmni
cation skills of all students. Competition between 
students is de-emphasized. Letter grades are not 
used; ipstead, evaluation is based on student port
folios and paren_Heacher meetings at the begin
ning of the school year, during which goals are set. 
Our students achieve because Native American 
sports, games, music, and crafts are incorporated 
across the curriculum, and learning is relevant to 
the students' knowledge base and culture. 

60 Significant aspects of the instructional environ-

A 111,111/1' /rl'I' is l'/1111/t'd, sy111/1p/izi11g //,I' lc11r11111g 1111d 
gn111'1/, 11'11icl, 11•il/ 111kt' J'l,1c1• for t'llc/, sl11dc11/ //1ro11gli-
011/ /lit' ymr. l'raycrs, 11/011:,; tl'itl, cedar, sag!', 11111/ Sll't'c/ 

grass smPkt', art' offt'rcd for t/1c llt'11//I, 1111d slrc11g//, of 
110/ p11/y //11' /n'I', /111/ /Iii' c11lirt' sd1t10/ J'OJ'1tl11lim1. 
Dr. /'1w1·H•1ml11 p,1111b lo 1111 ,·11glc l1t11•cri11:,: Pl't'r tlu· 
/1'1lrl1i11g lrt'I' CITl'/1/011_1/. 

ment of our school include the absence of bells and 
docks. Each teacher has the flexibility to establish 
and alter his or her instmctional schedule to add
ress the specific needs of the students. 

Elders teach children stories as they Wl'rc once 
told by their grandparents. With the assistance of 
local tribal drum groups, children are taught 
Indian songs and d,mccs. 

We look to the elders for knowledge today in 
order to survive tomorrow. The gateway to a better 
life for us, as for all Americans, has always been 
education. Om faith in its power remains strong. If 
we remain enslaved in the past, we remain guilt
ridden. Our need is to be free and to act responsibly 
with a culturally relevant curriculum that prepnres 
all students for the future. -~ 
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