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(Note: This article captures the combined wisdom of dedicated individuals who work in teacher education programs at colleges and universities that serve the Navajo Nation. Members of the Navajo Nation Teacher Education Consortium first shared their experiences with a national audience at the National Indian Education Association 2004 annual convention in Phoenix, and at subsequent conventions in Denver and Anchorage. This paper reflects information presented at the Denver conference: “Educating Minds and Moving Mountains.”)


The Navajo Nation Teacher Education Consortium (NNTEC) was initiated in 1992 through a minority teacher preparation grant award from the Ford Foundation. Over the course of eight years, NNTEC member institutions prepared 834 Navajo elementary teachers with Native language and culture competencies. The Consortium was re-established in 2003 at the behest of Navajo Nation President, Joe Shirley, Jr., and chartered by the Navajo Nation Council in 2004. NNTEC’s purpose is to improve coordination and delivery of teacher education programs offered by post-secondary institutions to Navajo education candidates. The ultimate aim is to increase the number of well-prepared early childhood, elementary and secondary Navajo teachers who plan to teach on or near the Navajo reservation. Member institutions span three states and include Arizona State University, Diné College, Fort Lewis College, Northern Arizona University, Prescott College, San Juan College, University of New Mexico, University of Northern Colorado, and Western New Mexico University.


Consortium members meet quarterly to share information on programs and resources for Navajo students pursuing teaching and school administration degrees. This networking focuses on recruiting students into teaching, supporting students while in college, and increasing professional development for practicing educators. The Consortium has been a powerful union of professionals sharing perspectives and best practices for incorporating Diné culture and language into teacher preparation programs. 


The NNTEC’s “Educating Minds and Moving Mountains” initiative is focused on helping Navajo youth to find a path to the honored profession of teaching. Recognizing that prospective students go through many stages and much questioning as they consider going to college, educators must assist them in making this major life choice according to Navajo perspectives. The member institutions draw heavily from Diné concepts to promote a framework for advising students that represent a balance of Western and Native ideals.  


This Diné perspective, captured in the Navajo language and culture, may be demonstrated by the following components of the Diné education philosophy: (1) Nitsihakees (thinking, conceptualizing, designing, researching, and preparing); (2) Nahat’a (planning, investigating, inquiring, piloting, and experimenting); (3) Iina (implementing, producing, performing, publishing, and accomplishing); and (4) Sihasin (reflecting, personalizing, adapting, problem-solving, and becoming expert). Teacher educators at NNTEC institutions present options through this framework for coaching prospective students. 


An excellent illustration of the Nitsihakees guiding principle is found in the process experienced by students who are preparing to attend college. Navajo youth in secondary schools have many questions concerning future goals and the transition from familiar local communities to unknown locations where post-secondary institutions are located. The degree of fit with small or large colleges, four-year or two-year courses of study, and the diversity of student bodies present a variety of choices to consider. Prospective college learners consider the potential separation from families, the value-added support for personal learning styles, and the potential demands of rigorous professional preparation programs in making the decision to select an institution of higher education. Prospective teacher education students are acutely aware of the financial considerations that must be addressed including tuition, fees, and housing expenses.


Students quickly demonstrate the critical importance of Nahat’a when exploring tribal scholarships, loans, and other sources of financial aid to support their success in college.  The Navajo Nation Office of Scholarships and Financial Aid distribute significant financial support to tribal members attending colleges throughout the United States. The Navajo Nation Teacher Education Program has funding specifically designated for students pursing a teaching license. Tapping into these helpful sources takes research and planning. Scholarship application deadlines occur many months before classes begin, requiring advanced planning on the part of prospective students. Tribes may also have academic requirements that applicants need to be aware of and follow in order to receive financial support. For example, the Navajo Nation emphasizes Navajo teachers as a vital link in strengthening Diné culture and language among their youth. Recipients of scholarships and teacher education funds must enroll in cultural and language proficiency courses at the Navajo Nation’s own Diné College. 


The principle of Iina can be illustrated through the collaborative partnerships that have been developed among NNTEC colleges/universities and the Department of Diné Education. The NNTEC member colleges have developed partnerships to bridge the transfer from two-year Associate degree programs to four-year Bachelors degree programs.  These collaborations go beyond articulating coursework, to include offering upper division courses on community college campuses, joint advising processes, and continuous referrals. Each member college offers services specifically to advance Native American students toward degree completion. These include tutoring services, social clubs, financial aid assistance, and enrichment activities.


The concept of Sihasin personifies hope for the future. Advisors at the Department of Diné Education encourage students to seek out colleges that incorporate Native culture into their student support offerings and programs of study. Fort Lewis College, for example, uses a spiraling curriculum to illustrate the balance between Western and Diné learning approaches.

NNTEC members promote and advocate for Navajo participants in teacher education programs.  Among the beneficial outcomes from theses efforts is the significant number of Navajo teacher education graduates who receive teaching licenses find professional jobs on and near the Navajo reservation. These new teachers share their college experiences with other educators and serve as role models. Teachers who demonstrate knowledge and skills in Navajo language and culture exemplify the value of sovereignty and ensure continuation of the Navajo cultural traditions and language.


An emerging body of research has documented the positive correlation between the inclusion of Native language and culture with increasing academic achievement. It is paramount in the effective preparation of Navajo teachers and administrators to be knowledgeable of cultural and language integration. The institutions of higher education that comprise the Navajo Nation Teacher Education Consortium member colleges seek…

…balance between Western and Diné curriculum…

…harmony between Western and Diné methods.

Saah Nááhgai Bek’eh Hozhóó


[image: image2.emf]
1/16/2007
5

[image: image1]