
Oceti Sakowin Essential Understanding 3 
Culture and Traditions 
The origin, thought and philosophy of the Oceti Sakowin [oh-CHEH-tee shaw-KOH-we] continues in the contemporary lifestyles 
of the Oyate (Nation). The culture, traditions and languages are incorporated and observed by the Ospaye (the people) both on 
and off the reservations. 

OSEU 3 Standards 
Note: These are not “standards” in the typical academic sense in that they are neither comprehensively exhaustive of all 
content connected with the understanding and they are not “mastery” based. They each represent a strong starting place for 
learning and instructional design. 

● Standard 3.1 Explain the importance of the language to the Oceti Sakowin Oyate.
● Standard 3.2 Identify similarities and differences among the Lakota/Dakota/Nakota language dialects.
● Standard 3.3 Analyze the historical stunting and living growth of the language from Indian Boarding Schools to

present-day.
● Standard 3.4 Trace efforts made by Tribal members on and off the reservation to preserve Oceti Sakowin languages

and identify efforts that are helping.
● Standard 3.5 Identify how Oceti Sakowin sacred sites, creation stories, and star knowledge are connected and how

they relate to each other.
● Standard 3.6 Investigate how Oceti Sakowin sacred sites, creation stories and start knowledge are still significantly

used today on and off the reservation.
● Standard 3.7 Categorize and explain the purpose behind Oceti Sakowin categories of song [ceremony, celebration,

hand game, round dance, wahpaha (flag song), wocekiya (prayer), yuonihan (honoring), and wacipi (powwow) etc.].
● Standard 3.8 Understand and explain what ceremonies/practices are and the importance of them.

OSEU 3 Extended Description Summary 

➢ Oceti Sakowin philosophy emphasizes living in harmony with creation and is embedded in language, origin stories,
values, kinship, and relationships.

➢ Respect for all living things, including plants and animals, is central to Oceti Sakowin beliefs, with a principle of only
taking what is necessary and giving back.

➢ Traditions, ceremonies, and prayers reinforce the close relationship between Oceti Sakowin people and the natural
world.

➢ The concept of "Mitakuye Oyasin" (All my relatives) underscores the interconnectedness of all life forms and the
spiritual symbiotic relationship between humans and the environment.

➢ Spirituality is lived daily and is distinct from structured religion in Oceti Sakowin culture.
➢ Oceti Sakowin songs all have purpose by appropriate context (ceremony, honoring/celebration, traditional game,

round dance, and powwow songs).
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OSEU 3 Suggested Differentiated Approaches for Instruction 
(generally moving from simple to more complex) 

Standard 3.1 Explain the 
importance of the language to the 
Oceti Sakowin Oyate. 

● Invite an elder or fluent speaker to talk about how the language is at the heart of
understanding the culture of the Oceti Sakowin

● Listen to or view videos of Lakota/Dakota/Nakota speakers sharing in their language
and translating into English to note the differences, similarities and how some things
can’t be translated.

Standard 3.2 Identify similarities 
and differences among the 
Lakota/Dakota/Nakota language 
dialects. 

● Read Home to Medicine Mountain by Chiori Santiago and reflect on the impact of
boarding schools on the Oceti Sakowin languages

● Develop a poster of Oceti Sakowin and name each band and dialects
● Create a diagram depicting the annual camp circle of the Oceti Sakowin bands in their

assigned locations
● Identify where the student’s community would be located at the annual camp circle of

the Oceti Sakowin and the dialect spoken by that community
● Identify the dialect(s) and sub-dialect(s) spoken on contemporary reservations

Standard 3.3 Analyze the 
historical stunting and living 
growth of the language from 
Indian Boarding Schools to 
present-day.  

● Create a poster illustrating the meaning of the student’s name
● Research names, English and Lakota/Dakota/Nakota, of Oceti Sakowin leaders and

describe the meanings and origins of those names
● Develop a dictionary of contemporary words and phrases. Who uses these

words/phrases that we are coming up with? Us today? Past lingo? (i.e. slang, text
message language, etc.)

● Investigate and report on educational efforts to revitalize Oceti Sakowin languages (i.e. 
collegiate, immersion schools, etc.)

● Create a Lakota/Dakota/Nakota word, referring to standard Lakota dictionaries and
the Dictionary of Modern Lakota by Edward Starr (add The Dictionary of Modern
Lakota by Edward Starr to resources)

● Read the introduction of Reading and Writing the Lakota Language by Albert White
Hat Sr. and create a timeline based on influences and changes to Oceti Sakowin
languages over time

Standard 3.4 Trace efforts made 
by Tribal members on and off the 
reservation to preserve Oceti 
Sakowin languages and identify 
efforts that are helping. 

● Research groups and programs for learning and promoting Oceti Sakowin languages
● Find data on the success rates of language programs for creating fluent speakers

Standard 3.5 Identify how Oceti 
Sakowin sacred sites, creation 
stories, and star knowledge are 
connected and how they relate to 
each other.  

● Read the story The Great Race of the Birds and Animals by Paul Goble, and have
students draw a picture from the story (Suggestion- do not let students see the
illustrations as you read the story. That way students come up with their own picture
ideas)

Standard 3.6 Investigate how 
Oceti Sakowin sacred sites, 
creation stories and start 
knowledge are still significantly 
used today on and off the 
reservation. 

● Identify sacred sites on a map using accurate Oceti Sakowin names
● Identify sacred sites and how they relate to the stars, using accurate translation,

pronunciation and spelling
● Research/report the scientific connection to a creation story
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Standard 3.7 Categorize and 
explain the purpose behind Oceti 
Sakowin categories of song 
[ceremony, celebration, hand 
game, round dance, wahpaha (flag 
song), wocekiya (prayer), 
yuonihan (honoring), and wacipi 
(powwow) etc.]. 

● Organize the 8 songs in the OSEUS document into a contextualized chart that includes
1) celebration/honoring, 2) ceremony, and 3) powwow (wacipi).

● Research and create another Context Chart of other Oceti Sakowin songs.

Standard 3.8 Understand and 
explain what 
ceremonies/practices are and the 
importance of them. 

● Interview elders, grandparents, parents about important Oceti Sakowin ceremonies
and present new understandings to the class

OSEU 3 Song 
We have to remember to look up and humble ourselves. We have to remember that there is an existence in the 
stars and above. This song reminds us to do that.  

This composition was done by Earl Bullhead while traveling together with Jimmy Dan Dog Eagle, right after the 
Sundance at Sitting Bull camp, also known as the Gray Eagle Cabin, Ahanni. It was J.D.’s grandmother who 
encouraged us by saying wausilapi. We talked for about three hours and decided to make a song of it; we went 
over and over with tunes for a couple of days. I noticed that daily we as human beings rarely look upward and that 
we are prone to ignore what is in our heart and minds when we first meet the day. I perceived that looking upward 
is important for many reasons, but more importantly it allows us time to relate to our Creator, a humbling 
experience. We started to sing our songs around the Drum and eventually were satisfied with the tune and the 
content of the text. Originally it was meant for women’s traditional categories, but it also makes a good prayer song 
or encouragement song. (E. Bullhead 2012)  

Wakatakiya Ahhintuwan Olowan 
(Encouragement Song)  

Wakatakiyia ahhintunwan na blehic iya po heyeye  
(Upward) (Look towards) (And) (Humble yourselves) 

Oyate ki tehic iya unpo otehikelo heyeyeye  
(The people) (Cherish) (Exist) (It’s hard to come by) 

Mitakuyekinhan tanyan iyukcanpo unlakotapelo heyeye 
(All my relatives) (Good way) (Think) (We are friends)  

Waunsilapo lakotaki otehikelo heyeyeyo  
(Help each other) (The allies) (Hard to come by)  

Free Translation: Take a look upward and humble 
yourself, my people live a life of sharing with each 
other, it’s difficult, yet a beautiful way to live. (E. 
Bullhead 2012)  
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OSEU 3 Extended Description 
Oceti Sakowin origin, thought and philosophy continues to be vibrant, strong and taught to the younger generation today. It is an 
abstract perspective of living in harmony with creation. Oceti Sakowin philosophy is embedded in the Oceti Sakowin language, in 
the origin stories, in the values and ethics, in the kinship system and social relationships, in the relationship with the 
environment and with all living things. It is a way of teaching the values of respect, honor, responsibility, positive family and 
personal relationships, humility, reciprocity, sharing and much more. This is a way of thinking about creation, the universe and 
the people.  

The relationships among the people, the Creator, Mother Earth, and all of nature was, (and still is) significant in the lives of 
Native peoples. The Oceti Sakowin Oyate believe that all things are part of the great whole. As such, plants and animals become 
our relatives. Respect for plants and animals was, (and still is) shown by thanking the spirits of these elements for the gifts of 
themselves, which provide for the physical needs of the Oyate. The Oceti Sakowin Oyate hunted and gathered plants and animals 
for food and clothing, only when necessary. Nothing was wasted, as this would be disrespectful of the gifts given to sustain life. 
(Eastman, 1976; Standing Bear, 1975) (D.LeBeau 2012) “Only take from the land what it is willing to give.” Never take more and 
always give back in some way. Most indigenous people know and understand this concept.  

Traditionally, Oceti Sakowin people express their traditions and reinforce this tightly woven relationship with the world through 
teachings, examples, ceremonies and prayers. It is integrated into ideas, experiences, wisdom, traditions, language and customs. 
This existential relationship with the environment has evolved through direct experience and contact through centuries of 
interaction with ecosystems and the environment at large.  

In Oceti Sakowin cosmology, “everything in the natural world has relationships with every other thing and the total set of 
relationships makes up the natural world as we experience it” (Deloria, 1992). For that reason, the prayer--Mitakuye Oyasin—
meaning “All my relatives.” We are all related and not only are we related, we are closely linked in a symbiotic relationship. This 
familial circle of life ties the Oceti Sakowin to all life forms-- everything above, everything below, everything between. (V. 
Douville, 2010) (D.LeBeau 2012) To teach and understand that creatures, man, animals, birds, insects, reptiles, plants, water, and 
air are integral to the survival of the people and earth as we know it is the heart of the culture. Mitakuye Oyasin reflects the 
physical, mental, spiritual, emotional and intuitive relationship that the Oceti Sakowin has with all aspects and elements of the 
environment.  

There is a clear distinction between spirituality and structured religion. Spirituality is an experience that is lived daily. There is no 
word for religion in the Lakota, Dakota, or Nakota language. It is “doing it in a good way, with dignity, integrity and honor, and 
with honesty.” (Ida Hildebrand)  

In understanding Oceti Sakowin perspective we must teach all children to better understand, respect and honor the 
environment, natural resources and to work in collaboration, cooperation and to develop a partnership to preserve that which 
will sustain the coming generations. Acknowledgement and acceptance that there is wisdom in the traditional knowledge and 
teachings of indigenous people will teach children stronger and more comprehensive environment practices that could very well 
ensure their future. This is an opportunity to recognize similarities while honoring and respecting the differences in cultures, 
traditions and beliefs. (L. Whirlwind Soldier 2012)  
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