
Oceti Sakowin Essential Understanding 5 
Oral Tradition and Story 
History told from the Oceti Sakowin [oh-CHEH-tee shaw-KOH-we] perspective, through oral traditions, songs, dances, visual 
arts, prayers, ceremonies, regalia and more recently, written accounts, frequently conflicts with the histories written by 
historians who are not Oceti Sakowin. An analysis of multiple perspectives reveals history in a more inclusive and accurate way. 

OSEU 5 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 5.1 Understand and identify oral tradition as a primary source.
● Standard 5.2 Identify and explain elements of Oceti Sakowin culture within oral traditions, songs, dances, visual arts,

prayers, ceremonies, regalia and more recently, written accounts using primary source information
● Standard 5.3 Recognize the differences between written accounts by historians who are outsiders to the Oceti

Sakowin and the oral traditions passed on by Oceti Sakowin historians.
● Standard 5.4 Understand the impact of Colonialism on the historic and contemporary culture of Oceti Sakowin people.
● Standard 5.5 Evaluate the impact of Manifest Destiny on the historic and contemporary culture of Oceti Sakowin

people.
● Standard 5.6 Cite evidence of the diversity in cultures (woodlands, prairie, and plains) within the Oceti Sakowin.

OSEU 5 Extended Description Summary 
➢ Members of the Oceti Sakowin Oyate are concerned about misinterpretations of their culture in written history and

popular culture, leading to misunderstandings and misrepresentations.
➢ Oral tradition, while labeled as unverifiable by scholars, is a crucial way of transmitting knowledge, history, literature,

law, culture, and traditions from one generation to the next.
➢ Historical perspectives, oral tradition, and written accounts about the Oceti Sakowin are being revisited for accuracy,

validation, and inclusiveness.
➢ The Oceti Sakowin people have integrated literacy into their culture while maintaining a high regard for their historical

oral tradition.
➢ Storytelling is a significant aspect of Native oral tradition, including creation stories, historical accounts, legends, and

stories teaching proper behavior and life lessons.
➢ Despite traditionally oral languages, the Oceti Sakowin employed writing in cave/wall etchings, shirt designs, and

Winter Counts, which depicted important events symbolically.
➢ Oral tradition can be integrated into education through various methods such as oral interviews, literature review,

museum visits, and studying artifacts, leading to improved education and meaningful engagement.
➢ Some teaching is done via raillery, or good-natured mockery and the trickster, Iktomi, is the mischievous archetype of

many teaching stories.
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OSEU 5 Suggested Differentiated Approaches for Instruction 
(generally moving from simple to more complex)  

Standard 5.1 Understand and identify 
oral tradition as a primary source. 

● Create a personal winter count (i.e. life, summer activities, etc.)
● Reflect and create a visual demonstration of an oral tradition (i.e. film trailer,

presentation, painting, etc.)

Standard 5.2 Identify and explain 
elements of Oceti Sakowin culture 
within oral traditions, songs, dances, 
visual arts, prayers, ceremonies, 
regalia and more recently, written 
accounts using primary source 
information 

● Read The Lakota Way: Stories & Lessons for Living by Joseph Marshall and reflect
on its implications within the student’s lives

● Read Home to Medicine Mountain by Chiori Santiago and reflect on life during and
after boarding schools

Standard 5.3 Recognize the 
differences between written accounts 
by historians who are outsiders to the 
Oceti Sakowin and the oral traditions 
passed on by Oceti Sakowin historians. 

● Compare and contrast Oceti Sakowin accounts and mainstream historical accounts 
of events (i.e. Battle of the Little Bighorn, treaty-making, etc.)

● Create a chart that illustrates the names of sites that have both Oceti Sakowin and
English names

Standard 5.4 Understand the impact 
of Colonialism on the historic and 
contemporary culture of Oceti 
Sakowin people. 

● Compare and contrast the different views of General Harney, Lewis and Clark and
George Catlin

● Research and demonstrate the role of interpreters between tribes and
government officials (i.e. Fort Laramie Treaty, etc.)

Standard 5.5 Evaluate the impact of 
Manifest Destiny on the historic and 
contemporary culture of Oceti 
Sakowin people. 

● Write a 5-paragraph essay about Manifest Destiny and Colonialism.

Standard 5.6 Cite evidence of the 
diversity in cultures (woodlands, 
prairie, and plains) within the Oceti 
Sakowin. 

● Create a diorama that represents the woodland, prairie, and plains cultures
● Create a diagram depicting the annual camp circle of the Oceti Sakowin bands in

their assigned locations
● Compare and contrast the evolution of written traditions within the three cultures

(woodlands, prairie, and plains) of the Oceti Sakowin

OSEU 5 Song 
Oral history is told through this song as songs often do tell the story of what happened in conflicts with soldiers. The violation of 
treaties and the Oceti Sakowin perspective is often overlooked by most mainstream historians. Songs are a living testimony of 
how the Europeans came and what the impact was on Oceti Sakowin culture.  

The resource for this song was a discarded tape that I found in a trash can. It was in 1993 while I was residing in 
McLaughlin, South Dakota that I found the tape, had it repaired and was able to listen to it. I noticed that it had 
Noah Has Horn’s name on it, so I asked for it and was told that I could have it.  

There needs to be some clarification of the translation of some English and Lakota terms. Mila Hanska means 
Long Knives, which means U.S. Soldiers. The term Pehin Hanska means Long Hair which is what the Lakota called 
George A. Custer. What was perceived as counting coup does not necessarily mean that the enemy was killed; 
rather to touch the enemy, which was considered the bravest deed of all. The Battle of the Greasy Grass a.k.a. 
Little Big Horn was desperately fought by both sides that participated in this historical event. This song has 
reference to many members that died in the battlefield or have passed on. It is their wishes that this song be kept 
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alive so that the truth will continue to be told, as this is the way of the People. It is a very beautiful and 
impressive song and it signifies the greatest battle of our Lakota/Dakota relatives.   (E. Bullhead 2012)  

Pehin Hanska 
(Long Hair Custer) 

Pehin Hanska natanyahipelo heyeye  
(Long hair, Custer) (Came to count coup) 

Lakota kohan natanyahipelo heyeye  
(Allies, friends) (In the meantime) (Count coup) 

Milahanska k un ceyantanpelo heyeyo  
(Long Knives) (Once was) (Crying counting coup) 

Free Translation: Custer came to count 
coup, but the Lakota/Dakota were 
already counting coup. The Long Knives 
are crying counting coup. (E. Bullhead 
2012)  

OSEU 5 Extended Description 
One major concern of American Indians is that in written history, notes, and early notes, observations 
and first impressions of the Tribal people were interpreted, judged, and visualized into the European 
concept or Western way of thinking. When these observations and first impressions did not fit into 
western culture and concept of how things should be, we were judged as being uncivilized.     (A. 
White Hat 2012)  

From the time of first contact and into today’s society there have been misrepresentations found in literature, movies, and other 
forms of popular culture that reinforce cultural misunderstandings. To add to the misconceptions, those in positions to write 
history determine what and how Oceti Sakowin history is written.   

Oral tradition encounters resistance from scholars because it has been labeled as being unverifiable. Historians often label and 
misrepresent oral tradition as “just stories” and subjective information. This viewpoint has allowed valuable information from the 
indigenous people to be lost. Oral tradition is a way that knowledge is transmitted from one generation to the next. Oral tradition 
is a way to transmit history, literature, law, culture and traditions of the people. Oral tradition is the first form of education; it 
shapes and structures thought patterns, expression, social relations, and values shaping culture and behaviors. Just as important, 
it is a way to retell memories and histories by those who experienced historical eras and events. It is a way of passing down 
wisdom learned from mistakes and successes of elders.  

Currently, historical perspective, oral tradition and written accounts about the Oceti Sakowin are being revisited and examined 
for accuracy, validation, and inclusiveness. The Oceti Sakowin people have long integrated literacy into their culture, and yet did 
not sacrifice their high regard for their historical oral tradition.  

Storytelling is the most studied of Native oral tradition. Oral tradition includes creation stories, tribal 
historical accounts, legends, and stories that teach proper behavior and lessons of life. Though traditionally, 
Oceti Sakowin languages were purely oral, they did employ a form of writing in cave/wall etchings, shirt 
wearer shirt designs and in their annual Winter Counts. A Winter Count is a history of a people that 
contained the most important event of the year. That important event was depicted by a symbol or a 
pictograph which told the entire story of that event. There are many ways in which oral tradition can be used 
in the classroom through oral interviews, review of literature, archives, books, articles, journals and reports. 
Museum visits, drawings, photos and maps may be collected and studied. Education will be much better as a 
result of the commitment to meaningful engagement. Studies of oral tradition can raise consciousness, 
resolve differences, create compassion, and empower.   (L. Whirlwind Soldier 2012)  
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