
Acknowledgement 
This Oceti Sakowin Essential Understandings document is dedicated to the Elders and educators from the past whose vision 
and wisdom created a pathway for the students and communities of South Dakota to grow their understanding of the culture, 
language, and wisdom of the people of the Oceti Sakowin now and well into the future.  Original OSEU author, Dottie LeBeau 
said, “This isn’t just for our Native young people, it’s for all of us.  It’s for native people to learn about themselves and others 
to learn about their neighbors.”  As this is the second “Re-Visioning” and “Re-Affirming” of this important work, it is also the 
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About the Cover Artist: Merle Locke  
Merle is an Oglala Lakota artist who resides in Porcupine, South Dakota. His paintings are very symbolic in nature depicting 
traditional tribal scenes and imagery. The symbolism of the cover painting for the Oceti Sakowin Essential Understandings and 
Standards Project is representative of several meanings. The Oceti Sakowin tradition of oral teaching among generations is 
depicted by showing an elder in the center. The elder is surrounded by seven people who represent different generations. The 
people, as well as the seven tipis, represent the Oceti Sakowin (Seven Council Fires). The dragon flies represent hope and 
prosperity with the thoughts of bringing goodness to the tribes and people.  
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Why These Indigenous Understandings are Important 
What you have before you is a living document that began to take shape in 2008 as Oceti Sakowin Elders and educators came 
together to answer the question, “What do we want our children and grandchildren to know about themselves, and what do we 
want our neighbors to know about us?” 

Of course the knowledge, wisdom, story and traditions that they were drawing upon to formulate these seven essential 
understandings had been already developed, shaped, and passed down through generations of Elders and traditional educators, 
storytellers and parents through centuries of life in this place we now call “South Dakota” and areas spreading out far beyond, 
wherever the Oyate, the people, had made their home. 

This knowledge and wisdom, and these stories and language elements are indigenous to this place where we are living now. 
They are shaped by the land, the plant life, the animals, the climate, the bodies of water and the particular segments of stars 
visible in these skies. These understandings weren’t developed somewhere else and then brought in, they are all shaped by the 
human beings whose ideas, stories, traditions, celebrations, ceremonies, languages and thoughts were also shaped by being 
indigenous to this area. That’s why these understandings have such an important role to play in the learning of any human being 
who makes a home in this place, on this land. 

Any learning– scientific, mathematic, artistic, linguistic, biologic, constructive, theoretical, human– all these learnings are made 
more applicable, more impactful and more identity-shaping for learners in this place, South Dakota, when they are connected 
responsively with these indigenous essential understandings. 

That’s not only true for learners of Oceti Sakowin heritage, but for all learners served by our schools. It is not enough to simply 
“learn about” indigenous people and cultures; we all must take it upon ourselves to “learn from” the indigenous people who 
have been shaped by and have been caretakers of this land longer than any others. 

We are honored to play a role in the life of this document as it adjusts to the needs of the schools and communities that 
continue to turn to it as an authentic guide for shaping learning for our future generations. We are grateful for all who have had 
a hand in keeping these understandings accessible and as relevant as they have always been. We are thankful to all teachers of 
any content and any grade-level who take on this invitation to transform their lessons, their classroom environments and the 
experiences of their learners with the indigenous wisdom of this land and its people, the Oceti Sakowin. 

– the 2024 Oceti Sakowin Revisioning and Reaffirming Team

What you will find in this document: 
➔ Understandings (The core, indigenous Elder-developed center of this document)
➔ Standards (Elder and educator-developed applications of each understanding)
➔ Extended Description Summaries (bullet points from the full extended descriptions located in Appendix 3)
➔ Resource Tables for Teaching (developed by Elders and indigenous culture-bearers)
➔ Songs (Selected and translated by the original Elder team)
➔ Full Original Extended Description (from the original OSEU document)
➔ Appendices of Additional Resources
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