
why is native american history not
taught in schools

why is native american history not taught in schools is a question that has
gained increased attention in recent years as educators, students, and
advocates seek a more inclusive and accurate representation of American
history. Despite the rich and complex history of Native American peoples,
their stories are often marginalized or omitted entirely from standard school
curricula. This omission stems from a variety of factors, including systemic
biases, educational policies, and the challenges of integrating diverse
perspectives into a standardized curriculum. Understanding why Native
American history is frequently excluded involves examining historical
narratives, political influences, and educational practices. This article
explores the reasons behind this educational gap, the consequences of such
exclusion, and ongoing efforts to enhance the teaching of Indigenous
histories. The following sections provide an in-depth analysis of these
issues and offer insight into the future of Native American history education
in schools.
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Historical Context and Curriculum Development

The foundation of why Native American history is not taught in schools can be
traced back to the early development of American educational curricula.
Historically, education in the United States focused primarily on European
settler narratives, emphasizing the achievements and perspectives of
colonizers while neglecting Indigenous peoples. This Eurocentric approach
shaped the content and structure of history lessons throughout the 19th and
20th centuries.

Origins of Curriculum Bias

During the formation of public education systems, textbooks and teaching
materials were created with a limited viewpoint that often portrayed Native
Americans through stereotypes or as obstacles to progress. These narratives
served to justify colonization and westward expansion, minimizing Indigenous
contributions and histories. As a result, curricula were designed without
comprehensive inclusion of Native American experiences.



Evolution of Educational Standards

Even as educational standards evolved, the inclusion of Native American
history remained minimal. State-level education boards frequently prioritized
European and American colonial history, often relegating Indigenous history
to brief mentions or separate elective courses. This marginalization
persisted despite increasing awareness of the importance of diverse
historical perspectives.

Systemic Bias and Eurocentrism in Education

Systemic bias and Eurocentrism are central reasons why Native American
history is not adequately taught in schools. Educational systems have
historically centered European cultural norms and histories, which has
perpetuated the exclusion of Indigenous narratives from mainstream education.

Impact of Eurocentric Perspectives

Eurocentrism prioritizes European culture, values, and historical
experiences, often at the expense of non-European peoples. This worldview
shapes textbook content, teaching frameworks, and classroom discussions,
leading to a skewed representation of history that sidelines Native American
experiences and contributions.

Implicit Bias in Teaching Materials

Many teaching materials contain implicit biases that reinforce stereotypes or
present Native Americans in a monolithic or simplistic manner. These biases
hinder the development of a nuanced understanding of Indigenous cultures,
histories, and contemporary issues, contributing to the ongoing neglect of
Native American history in schools.

Challenges in Curriculum Design and
Implementation

Incorporating Native American history into school curricula presents
practical challenges that educators and administrators must navigate. These
challenges help explain why such content is often limited or excluded.

Lack of Teacher Training and Resources

Many educators feel unprepared to teach Native American history due to
insufficient training and a lack of accessible, accurate resources. Without
proper support, teachers may avoid or inadequately cover Indigenous topics,
leading to superficial or incorrect instruction.



Curriculum Overload and Standardized Testing

Schools face pressure to cover a broad range of subjects within limited
instructional time. The emphasis on standardized testing and meeting state
standards often prioritizes subjects and content deemed essential for test
performance, leaving little room for comprehensive Native American history
lessons.

Variability Across States and Districts

Education in the United States is largely decentralized, with states and
districts controlling curriculum decisions. This results in significant
variability in how, or if, Native American history is included, creating
inconsistencies in student exposure to Indigenous perspectives.

Political and Social Influences on Educational
Content

Political and social dynamics play a significant role in shaping why Native
American history is not taught widely in schools. Controversies over
historical interpretation and cultural representation influence curriculum
decisions.

Controversies Over Historical Narratives

Debates over how to portray sensitive subjects such as colonization,
displacement, and Indigenous resistance contribute to reluctance in including
Native American history comprehensively. Some political groups resist
narratives that challenge traditional patriotic stories or highlight
historical injustices.

Legislative and Policy Barriers

In some regions, legislation or policies explicitly limit the teaching of
certain historical perspectives, including Indigenous histories. These
barriers can stem from efforts to control educational content or avoid
contentious subjects, further marginalizing Native American history in
classrooms.

Social Attitudes and Awareness

Public awareness and social attitudes toward Native American issues influence
educational priorities. Limited understanding or recognition of Indigenous
contributions and contemporary challenges can reduce demand for comprehensive
history education on these topics.



Consequences of Excluding Native American
History

The omission of Native American history from school curricula has significant
consequences for students, educators, and society as a whole. Understanding
these impacts highlights the importance of addressing this educational gap.

Perpetuation of Stereotypes and Misconceptions

Without accurate education, stereotypes and misconceptions about Native
Americans persist. Students may develop incomplete or biased views, which
contributes to ongoing prejudice and misunderstanding of Indigenous peoples.

Loss of Cultural Awareness and Identity

Excluding Native American history undermines the cultural awareness and
identity of Indigenous students, contributing to feelings of invisibility and
marginalization within educational environments. It also deprives all
students of a fuller understanding of American history and cultural
diversity.

Impediments to Reconciliation and Social Justice

Education plays a crucial role in fostering reconciliation and social
justice. The absence of Native American history in schools hampers efforts to
acknowledge past injustices, promote empathy, and build equitable
relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities.

Efforts to Improve Native American History
Education

Despite the challenges and historical neglect, there are ongoing efforts to
enhance the teaching of Native American history in schools across the United
States.

Curriculum Reforms and Standards Updates

Some states and school districts have revised their educational standards to
include more comprehensive coverage of Native American histories and
cultures. These reforms aim to integrate Indigenous perspectives across
various subjects rather than isolating them in separate units.

Development of Culturally Relevant Resources

Organizations and educators are creating culturally relevant and accurate
teaching materials that provide authentic Indigenous voices and experiences.
These resources support teachers in delivering more effective and respectful
instruction.



Professional Development and Teacher Training

Increased emphasis on professional development helps educators gain the
knowledge and skills necessary to teach Native American history competently.
Training programs often include collaborations with Indigenous communities to
ensure cultural sensitivity and accuracy.

Community and Tribal Involvement

Involving Native American communities and tribal representatives in
curriculum development and classroom activities enriches educational content
and fosters mutual understanding. This collaboration helps ensure that
Indigenous histories are represented authentically and respectfully.

Recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ Day and related initiatives

Implementation of tribal history education laws in certain states

Promotion of Indigenous languages and cultural programs in schools

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is Native American history often excluded from
school curricula?

Native American history is often excluded due to a combination of factors
including a Eurocentric curriculum focus, limited classroom time, lack of
resources, and insufficient teacher training on indigenous topics.

How does the omission of Native American history
impact students’ understanding of U.S. history?

Omitting Native American history leads to an incomplete and biased
understanding of U.S. history, erasing indigenous contributions and
experiences, and perpetuating stereotypes and misinformation.

Are there efforts to include more Native American
history in schools?

Yes, there are increasing efforts from educators, activists, and Native
American communities to advocate for inclusive curricula that accurately
represent Native American history and culture.

What challenges do teachers face when trying to teach
Native American history?

Teachers may face challenges such as lack of accurate and comprehensive
teaching materials, insufficient training, pushback from school
administrations, and standardized testing pressures that prioritize other



subjects.

How does state legislation affect the teaching of
Native American history in schools?

State legislation varies widely; some states have mandates requiring the
inclusion of Native American history, while others have no such requirements,
leading to inconsistent education across the country.

Why is it important to teach Native American history
in schools?

Teaching Native American history promotes cultural understanding,
acknowledges historical and ongoing injustices, enriches students’ knowledge
of American history, and supports the recognition of Native American rights
and contributions.

What role do Native American communities play in
shaping educational content about their history?

Native American communities are increasingly involved in developing
curricula, providing cultural insights, and creating educational materials to
ensure their history is represented accurately and respectfully in schools.

Additional Resources
1. “An Indigenous Peoples' History of the United States” by Roxanne Dunbar-
Ortiz
This book challenges the traditional narratives of American history by
centering Indigenous perspectives. Dunbar-Ortiz explores how Native American
histories have been systematically omitted or distorted in school curricula.
The book provides a critical examination of colonization and its lasting
impacts, making it essential for understanding why Native histories are often
marginalized.

2. “Lies My Teacher Told Me: Everything Your American History Textbook Got
Wrong” by James W. Loewen
Loewen’s work critiques the inaccuracies and omissions in American history
textbooks, including the minimal coverage of Native American experiences. He
explains how the education system often perpetuates myths and downplays the
violence and displacement suffered by Indigenous peoples. This book sheds
light on the structural reasons behind the lack of Native American history in
schools.

3. “Native American DNA: Tribal Belonging and the False Promise of Genetic
Science” by Kim TallBear
TallBear discusses how Native identity and history are often misunderstood or
oversimplified in educational contexts. Though focused on genetics, the book
touches on broader issues of representation and the erasure of Indigenous
narratives in mainstream education. It highlights the complexities of
teaching Native history authentically.

4. “The Heartbeat of Wounded Knee: Native America from 1890 to the Present”
by David Treuer
Treuer’s book provides a comprehensive history of Native America after the



Wounded Knee massacre, a period often ignored in school curricula. He argues
that Native American history is not just about loss but also resilience and
survival. The book explains why contemporary Native history is frequently
excluded from education.

5. “Education for Extinction: American Indians and the Boarding School
Experience, 1875-1928” by David Wallace Adams
This book explores the history of Native American boarding schools designed
to eradicate Indigenous cultures. Adams reveals how these schools contributed
to the erasure of Native history and identity, influencing how such histories
are treated in education. Understanding this history is key to recognizing
why Native narratives remain marginalized.

6. “Decolonizing Education: Nourishing the Learning Spirit” by Marie Battiste
Battiste advocates for incorporating Indigenous knowledge and perspectives
into education systems. She critiques the colonial foundations of current
curricula that exclude Native histories and voices. This book offers insight
into why Native American history is often omitted and how education can be
transformed to be more inclusive.

7. “Unworthy Republic: The Dispossession of Native Americans and the Road to
Indian Territory” by Claudio Saunt
Saunt’s work details the forced removal and displacement of Native peoples,
events that are frequently glossed over in school history lessons. The book
argues that these omissions contribute to a distorted understanding of
American history. It provides important context for why Native American
history is often absent from classrooms.

8. “Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto” by Vine Deloria Jr.
Deloria’s classic critique addresses the misrepresentation and neglect of
Native American issues in education and society. He discusses the political
and cultural reasons behind the exclusion of Native history in schools. The
book remains a foundational text for understanding Indigenous perspectives on
education.

9. “Our History Is the Future: Standing Rock versus the Dakota Access
Pipeline, and the Long Tradition of Indigenous Resistance” by Nick Estes
Estes connects contemporary Indigenous activism to a broader historical
context often missing in school curricula. The book illustrates how Native
American history is actively suppressed to maintain dominant narratives. It
is a powerful argument for why Indigenous histories must be fully integrated
into education.
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