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Getting Started 
Whether your visit to the National Museum of the American Indian 
(NMAI) will be self-guided or led by one of the museum’s cultural 
interpreters, there are a number of ways to prepare your students. 
Use some of the following ideas before your visit. 

There is so much to see at the National Museum of the American 
Indian! Everyday objects, articles of clothing, children’s toys, items of 
cultural heritage, and contemporary artworks fill the galleries and 
exhibitions. As you look at this broad range of objects in the museum 
or discuss Native history in the classroom, please keep the following 
two concepts in mind: 

Native Communities Are Diverse 

There are thousands of Indigenous communities across the Western Hemisphere, 
and no one “Indian” language or way of thinking. Each community or tribe is 
unique and distinct. While there can be similarities between Native peoples, they 
often are as different from each other as people from Japan and Sweden.  

Native People Are Still Here 

While American Indian people may 
have struggled through periods of 
population and cultural loss over the 
past 500 years, they never vanished or
became extinct. The cultures of the 
Indigenous peoples of the Americas 
are alive and changeable, and many 
communities blend their traditional 
ways with contemporary lifestyles. 
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If you’re planning a guided school tour, let your 
students know they’ll have a chance to pose 
questions to the cultural interpreter who will be 
working with them in the museum.

Look at Objects!

For students to better understand and engage with the 
objects they will see in the museum, they will need to 
practice “reading” objects in meaningful ways. Go through 
these steps using any object your students won’t immedi-
ately recognize—maybe a picture they’ve never seen or a 
replica of an artifact you’ve never shown them. It doesn’t 
have to be an American Indian object, although you can 
visit NMAI’s online collections to find objects your students
might like, or that build on what you’ve already been teaching
in the classroom. Go to www.nmai.si.edu/searchcollections
to see what you can find. 

As you begin the following activity with your students, 
explain that although they may not know all the answers, 
they should base their responses on what they observe, 
and not just offer up guesses.

Describe what you see. Spend a minute carefully looking 
at the object and then have students take turns sharing 
their observations with the rest of the class.

•   How big is it? (This question may be easier with an 
actual object rather than a picture.)

•  What color(s) do you see?

•  What shapes are there?

•   Are there any parts you recognize or that look familiar 
to you? What are they?

Now look closer. 

•   Find and describe small details that you didn’t notice 
before.

•  What do you think it’s made of? Plant or animal?

•   What might these materials tell you about the people 
who made it, or where they come from?

Discover what the object is telling you. 

•   What clues can help you figure out how old the object 
is? Think about materials, but don’t forget that 
sometimes new things can be made in ways that were 
used a long time ago.

•   Do you have any ideas about what you think this 
object might be used for? 

•   Based on your observations, offer a story about this 
object.

Appreciate! Talk about what you find beautiful or 
interesting about this object. Explain why, then list 
what else you might like to know about it.

Once you practice this activity using a few different 
objects or images, remind your students that they should 
use these same skills to find out more about the objects 
they will see at the museum. 

Continue Building Skills!

Have your students really look at the images on both 
sides of the insert, and then discuss using the prompts 
below. Print more copies at www.nmai.si.edu/education. 
Build map skills by finding where each of the tribes lives.

Look at the containers. The materials an object is made 
from can help reveal the location of the tribe that made 
it. The Acoma people of New Mexico have access to clay, 
so they make pots out of clay, while the Chippewa 
(Ojibwe) people of Michigan have access to birch trees, so 
they make baskets from that material. When museum 
curators aren’t sure where an object is from or which 
tribe made it, they use this sort of reasoning and look for 
additional clues, such as the way an object is decorated.  

Challenge! What might the Acoma and Chippewa containers
have been used for? How might the differences in materials,
or differences in what the containers were used for, make 
the shapes different?

Consider the decorations on the containers and baby 
carriers (or cradleboards). They are all different from each
other. Some have flower or plant symbols, while others 
have zigzags and shapes. What kinds of designs do you 
see? Describe them in detail. You could even make a 
list—things that are the same for both objects and things 
that are different.  

Challenge! What could the different decorations on the 
Osage and Salish cradleboards tell you about where they 
are from? Talk with your students about some of the ways 
that the landscapes and resources in the Northwest Coast 
and Oklahoma are different. 

Have you ever seen beaded sneakers? What other kinds of 
shoes do they remind you of? Talk about how they are 
like moccasins, and how they are different. Do you think

American Indian people would have worn sneakers like this a 
long time ago? What about today? 

Challenge! Try to think of other kinds of objects that could be 
made in new, contemporary ways, and remember to look for 
these kinds of objects in the museum.

Acoma Pueblo jar

Acoma Pueblo people live in the semiarid desert of New 
Mexico. This jar was hand built with clay gathered from their 
land. The designs are painted with minerals that are also 
found there. Flower and leaf designs with cloud and rain 
symbols show the importance of plants and water to the 
Acoma people.

Michigan Chippewa birchbark container

Trees and plants are abundant in the woodlands where the 
Chippewa (Ojibwe) people live. Birch trees are a plentiful 
resource used for centuries to make containers, canoes, 
hunting gear, and even housing. For this container, the bark is 
folded and stitched together with spruce root before designs 
are etched into the wood.

Salish (Flathead) cradleboard

Salish people originally inhabited areas of Washington and 
Idaho, but today they live in western Montana. This baby 
carrier is fully beaded with floral designs. The baby is tucked 
securely inside, which makes it easier for the mother to 
transport the child.

Osage cradleboard

The Osage reservation is in northeastern Oklahoma. This 
wooden baby carrier is decorated with geometric designs on 
ribbon work and finger-woven straps. A baby would be 
swaddled in a blanket and safely strapped onto the board. 
Notice the bells and thimbles dangling from the bow.

What term(s) should we use—American Indian, Native 
American, Indigenous?

A lot of different names refer to the descendents of the people who
populated this hemisphere before Europeans “discovered” it. 

• American Indian (sometimes shortened to Indian)

• Native American (sometimes shortened to Native)

• Alaska Native

• First Americans

• First Nations (used widely in Canada)

• Indigenous (used widely in Central and South America)

Which one is the correct term to use? There is no straightforward
answer. All of these terms are acceptable, although Native 
individuals may have personal preferences about which they feel 
most comfortable with. However, when possible, always try to 
use specific tribal names. As you look at the exhibitions, you’ll 
see that (1) we use many different terms for Native people 
interchangeably and (2) tribal affiliations are given whenever it 
is appropriate. Explain this to your students. You might even 
have them keep a list of all the different tribes they can find

How do I address stereotypes with my students?

Understanding the stereotypes your students may have about 
American Indians will help you dispel many of their misconcep-
tions. Visit our stereotype quiz at www.nmai.si.edu/education  
to begin this important discussion.

What is a tribe, and how many tribes are there?

A tribe is a group of families who share a common ancestry and 
culture. They are socially and politically organized, often based 
on kinship structures. There are thousands of tribes in the 
Americas, and in the U.S. alone there are more than 560 that 
are recognized by the federal government. Hundreds of other 
U.S. tribes and Native communities are recognized by the states 
in which they are located. Some tribes refer to themselves as a 
nation, village, band, pueblo, or community, and it is important 
to remember that each group has a word or phrase in its own 
language that identifies it. For instance, Navajo individuals often 
refer to themselves as Diné. Although it can sometimes be 
difficult not to generalize about American Indian people, we 
encourage you to try to use tribal names when possible, and 
always make sure you are clear with your students about when 
you are making generalizations.

Other questions?

Other questions you have might be addressed in the book 
Do All Indians Live In Tipis?, which offers answers to a wide  
range of queries posed by NMAI visitors. The book is available 
in the NMAI gift shop or can be ordered at online at  
www.nmai.si.edu/bookshop.

Commonly Asked 
Questions

Beaded “Ah-Day”
sneakers, Kiowa.
2004

National Museum of the American Indian

Pre-Visit Guide

THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE AMERICAN INDIAN

Salish (Flathead)  
cradleboard, ca. 1880

Osage cradleboard,  
ca. 1890

       

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

  

 

   
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

  
   

      

 

 

  

  

In the Classroom 

Left: O-o-be (Kiowa) 
wearing a three-hide dress 
decorated with elk teeth, 
1895. Fort Sill, Oklahoma. 
Photographer unknown. 

Right: Yup’ik girl wearing 
a parka made of caribou 
calfskin with wolverine fur 
designs on the arms, 
1935-36. Alaska. 
Photograph by Leuman 
M. Waugh. 

Visiting the National Museum of the American Indian helps students gain an understanding 
and appreciation of other cultures. You can start this important work in the classroom. 

Talk About It! 

Discuss these statements with your students: 

Native communities are diverse. 

Just as each student in the class has a family that is special 
and distinct, each American Indian community is unique. 

The places we’re from and the resources we have access to 
play a role in what makes groups of people different from 
each other. Why, for example, would Yup’ik people from 
Alaska have worn clothing made from skins of birds, fish, 
and marine and land animals, while Kiowa people from 
Oklahoma used buffalo and elk hides? Discuss differences 
in climate and animal populations in different parts of the 
country. Remember that the connections Native people feel 
for their homelands goes beyond their using the resources 
available there. This is evident in artistic traditions. 

When you visit the museum, you can learn more about 
the Yup’ik community in the Our Universes exhibition, 
and the Kiowa community in the Our Peoples exhibition, 
both located on the fourth level. 

Native people are still here. 

Even though some things you will see in the museum are 
old, newer versions of these objects may be used by Native 
people today, and many of the objects on view were made 
recently. Many Native people today practice traditional arts 
such as beading and woodcarving, often with a modern 
twist. Look at the images on the front and back covers of 
this guide. 

Most Native kids are a lot like the students in your class-
room—they go to school, wear sneakers and jeans, listen to 
music on their iPods, and hang out with friends on the 
weekend. Check out NMAI’s My World series, which focuses 
on contemporary Native kids, to illustrate this point. 
Information about the series is available at www.nmai.si. 
edu/bookshop. 
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American Indian people would have worn sneakers like this a 
long time ago? What about today? 

Challenge! Try to think of other kinds of objects that could be 
made in new, contemporary ways, and remember to look for 
these kinds of objects in the museum.

Acoma Pueblo jar

Acoma Pueblo people live in the semiarid desert of New 
Mexico. This jar was hand built with clay gathered from their 
land. The designs are painted with minerals that are also 
found there. Flower and leaf designs with cloud and rain 
symbols show the importance of plants and water to the 
Acoma people.

Michigan Chippewa birchbark container

Trees and plants are abundant in the woodlands where the 
Chippewa (Ojibwe) people live. Birch trees are a plentiful 
resource used for centuries to make containers, canoes, 
hunting gear, and even housing. For this container, the bark is 
folded and stitched together with spruce root before designs 
are etched into the wood.

Salish (Flathead) cradleboard

Salish people originally inhabited areas of Washington and 
Idaho, but today they live in western Montana. This baby 
carrier is fully beaded with floral designs. The baby is tucked 
securely inside, which makes it easier for the mother to 
transport the child.

Osage cradleboard

The Osage reservation is in northeastern Oklahoma. This 
wooden baby carrier is decorated with geometric designs on 
ribbon work and finger-woven straps. A baby would be 
swaddled in a blanket and safely strapped onto the board. 
Notice the bells and thimbles dangling from the bow.

What term(s) should we use—American Indian, Native 
American, Indigenous?

A lot of different names refer to the descendents of the people who
populated this hemisphere before Europeans “discovered” it. 

• American Indian (sometimes shortened to Indian)

• Native American (sometimes shortened to Native)

• Alaska Native

• First Americans

• First Nations (used widely in Canada)

• Indigenous (used widely in Central and South America)

Which one is the correct term to use? There is no straightforward
answer. All of these terms are acceptable, although Native 
individuals may have personal preferences about which they feel 
most comfortable with. However, when possible, always try to 
use specific tribal names. As you look at the exhibitions, you’ll 
see that (1) we use many different terms for Native people 
interchangeably and (2) tribal affiliations are given whenever it 
is appropriate. Explain this to your students. You might even 
have them keep a list of all the different tribes they can find

How do I address stereotypes with my students?

Understanding the stereotypes your students may have about 
American Indians will help you dispel many of their misconcep-
tions. Visit our stereotype quiz at www.nmai.si.edu/education  
to begin this important discussion.

What is a tribe, and how many tribes are there?

A tribe is a group of families who share a common ancestry and 
culture. They are socially and politically organized, often based 
on kinship structures. There are thousands of tribes in the 
Americas, and in the U.S. alone there are more than 560 that 
are recognized by the federal government. Hundreds of other 
U.S. tribes and Native communities are recognized by the states 
in which they are located. Some tribes refer to themselves as a 
nation, village, band, pueblo, or community, and it is important 
to remember that each group has a word or phrase in its own 
language that identifies it. For instance, Navajo individuals often 
refer to themselves as Diné. Although it can sometimes be 
difficult not to generalize about American Indian people, we 
encourage you to try to use tribal names when possible, and 
always make sure you are clear with your students about when 
you are making generalizations.

Other questions?

Other questions you have might be addressed in the book 
Do All Indians Live In Tipis?, which offers answers to a wide  
range of queries posed by NMAI visitors. The book is available 
in the NMAI gift shop or can be ordered at online at  
www.nmai.si.edu/bookshop.

In the Classroom Commonly Asked 
Questions

Left: O-o-be (Kiowa) 
wearing a three-hide dress 
decorated with elk teeth,
1895. Fort Sill, Oklahoma.
Photographer unknown.

Right: Yup’ik girl wearing 
a parka made of caribou 
calfskin with wolverine fur 
designs on the arms,
1935-36. Alaska.
Photograph by Leuman 
M. Waugh.
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Talk About It!

Discuss these statements with your students: 

Native communities are diverse

Just as each student in the class has a family that is special 
and distinct, each American Indian community is unique. 

The places we’re from and the resources we have access to 
play a role in what makes groups of people different from 
each other. Why, for example, would Yup’ik people from 
Alaska have worn clothing made from skins of birds, fish, 
and marine and land animals, while Kiowa people from 
Oklahoma used buffalo and elk hides? Discuss differences 
in climate and animal populations in different parts of the 
country. Remember that the connections Native people feel
for their homelands goes beyond their using the resources 
available there. This is evident in artistic traditions. 

When you visit the museum, you can learn more about 
the Yup’ik community in the Our Universes exhibition, 
and the Kiowa community in the Our Peoples exhibition, 
both located on the fourth level.

Native people are still here 

Even though some things you will see in the museum are 
old, newer versions of these objects may be used by Native 
people today, and many of the objects on view were made 
recently. Many Native people today practice traditional arts 
such as beading and woodcarving, often with a modern 
twist. Look at the images on the front and back covers of 
this guide.

Most Native kids are a lot like the students in your class-
room—they go to school, wear sneakers and jeans, listen to 
music on their iPods, and hang out with friends on the 
weekend. Check out NMAI’s My World series, which focuses 
on contemporary Native kids, to illustrate this point. 
Information about the series is available at www.nmai.si.
edu/bookshop.
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If you’re planning a guided school tour, let your 
students know they’ll have a chance to pose 
questions to the cultural interpreter who will be 
working with them in the museum. 

Look at Objects! 

For students to better understand and engage with the 
objects they will see in the museum, they will need to 
practice “reading” objects in meaningful ways. Go through 
these steps using any object your students won’t immedi
ately recognize—maybe a picture they’ve never seen or a 
replica of an artifact you’ve never shown them. It doesn’t 
have to be an American Indian object, although you can 
visit NMAI’s online collections to find objects your students 
might like, or that build on what you’ve already been teaching 
in the classroom. Go to www.nmai.si.edu/searchcollections 
to see what you can find. 

As you begin the following activity with your students, 
explain that although they may not know all the answers, 
they should base their responses on what they observe, 
and not just offer up guesses. 

Describe what you see. Spend a minute carefully looking 
at the object and then have students take turns sharing 
their observations with the rest of the class. 

• How big is it? (This question may be easier with an 
actual object rather than a picture.) 

• What color(s) do you see? 

• What shapes are there? 

• Are there any parts you recognize or that look familiar 
to you? What are they? 

Now look closer. 

• Find and describe small details that you didn’t notice 
before. 

• What do you think it’s made of? Plant or animal? 

• What might these materials tell you about the people 
who made it, or where they come from? 

Discover what the object is telling you. 

• What clues can help you figure out how old the object 
is? Think about materials, but don’t forget that 
sometimes new things can be made in ways that were 
used a long time ago. 

• Do you have any ideas about what you think this 
object might be used for? 

• Based on your observations, offer a story about this 
object. 

Appreciate! Talk about what you find beautiful or 
interesting about this object. Explain why, then list 
what else you might like to know about it. 

Once you practice this activity using a few different 
objects or images, remind your students that they should
use these same skills to find out more about the objects 
they will see at the museum. 

Continue Building Skills! 

Have your students really look at the images on both 
sides of the insert, and then discuss using the prompts 
below. Print more copies at www.nmai.si.edu/education. 
Build map skills by finding where each of the tribes lives. 

Look at the containers. The materials an object is made 
from can help reveal the location of the tribe that made 
it. The Acoma people of New Mexico have access to clay, 
so they make pots out of clay, while the Chippewa 
(Ojibwe) people of Michigan have access to birch trees, so 
they make baskets from that material. When museum 
curators aren’t sure where an object is from or which 
tribe made it, they use this sort of reasoning and look for 
additional clues, such as the way an object is decorated.  

Challenge! What might the Acoma and Chippewa containers 
have been used for? How might the differences in materials, 
or differences in what the containers were used for, make 
the shapes different? 

Consider the decorations on the containers and baby 
carriers (or cradleboards). They are all different from each 
other. Some have flower or plant symbols, while others 
have zigzags and shapes. What kinds of designs do you 
see? Describe them in detail. You could even make a 
list—things that are the same for both objects and things 
that are different.  

Challenge! What could the different decorations on the 
Osage and Salish cradleboards tell you about where they 
are from? Talk with your students about some of the ways 
that the landscapes and resources in the Northwest Coast 
and Oklahoma are different. 

Have you ever seen beaded sneakers? What other kinds of 
shoes do they remind you of? Talk about how they are 
like moccasins, and how they are different. Do you think 
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If you’re planning a guided school tour, let your 
students know they’ll have a chance to pose 
questions to the cultural interpreter who will be 
working with them in the museum.

Look at Objects!

For students to better understand and engage with the 
objects they will see in the museum, they will need to 
practice “reading” objects in meaningful ways. Go through 
these steps using any object your students won’t immedi-
ately recognize—maybe a picture they’ve never seen or a 
replica of an artifact you’ve never shown them. It doesn’t 
have to be an American Indian object, although you can 
visit NMAI’s online collections to find objects your students
might like, or that build on what you’ve already been teaching
in the classroom. Go to www.nmai.si.edu/searchcollections
to see what you can find. 

As you begin the following activity with your students, 
explain that although they may not know all the answers, 
they should base their responses on what they observe, 
and not just offer up guesses.

Describe what you see. Spend a minute carefully looking 
at the object and then have students take turns sharing 
their observations with the rest of the class.

•   How big is it? (This question may be easier with an 
actual object rather than a picture.)

•  What color(s) do you see?

•  What shapes are there?

•   Are there any parts you recognize or that look familiar 
to you? What are they?

Now look closer. 

•   Find and describe small details that you didn’t notice 
before.

•  What do you think it’s made of? Plant or animal?

•   What might these materials tell you about the people 
who made it, or where they come from?

Discover what the object is telling you. 

•   What clues can help you figure out how old the object 
is? Think about materials, but don’t forget that 
sometimes new things can be made in ways that were 
used a long time ago.

•   Do you have any ideas about what you think this 
object might be used for? 

•   Based on your observations, offer a story about this 
object.

Appreciate! Talk about what you find beautiful or 
interesting about this object. Explain why, then list 
what else you might like to know about it.

Once you practice this activity using a few different 
objects or images, remind your students that they should 
use these same skills to find out more about the objects 
they will see at the museum. 

Continue Building Skills!

Have your students really look at the images on both 
sides of the insert, and then discuss using the prompts 
below. Print more copies at www.nmai.si.edu/education. 
Build map skills by finding where each of the tribes lives.

Look at the containers. The materials an object is made 
from can help reveal the location of the tribe that made 
it. The Acoma people of New Mexico have access to clay, 
so they make pots out of clay, while the Chippewa 
(Ojibwe) people of Michigan have access to birch trees, so 
they make baskets from that material. When museum 
curators aren’t sure where an object is from or which 
tribe made it, they use this sort of reasoning and look for 
additional clues, such as the way an object is decorated.  

Challenge! What might the Acoma and Chippewa containers
have been used for? How might the differences in materials,
or differences in what the containers were used for, make 
the shapes different?

Consider the decorations on the containers and baby 
carriers (or cradleboards). They are all different from each
other. Some have flower or plant symbols, while others 
have zigzags and shapes. What kinds of designs do you 
see? Describe them in detail. You could even make a 
list—things that are the same for both objects and things 
that are different.  

Challenge! What could the different decorations on the 
Osage and Salish cradleboards tell you about where they 
are from? Talk with your students about some of the ways 
that the landscapes and resources in the Northwest Coast 
and Oklahoma are different. 

Have you ever seen beaded sneakers? What other kinds of 
shoes do they remind you of? Talk about how they are 
like moccasins, and how they are different. Do you think

In the Classroom

Left: O-o-be (Kiowa) 
wearing a three-hide dress 
decorated with elk teeth,
1895. Fort Sill, Oklahoma.
Photographer unknown.

Right: Yup’ik girl wearing 
a parka made of caribou 
calfskin with wolverine fur 
designs on the arms,
1935-36. Alaska.
Photograph by Leuman 
M. Waugh.

Talk About It!

Discuss these statements with your students: 

Native communities are diverse

Just as each student in the class has a family that is special 
and distinct, each American Indian community is unique. 

The places we’re from and the resources we have access to 
play a role in what makes groups of people different from 
each other. Why, for example, would Yup’ik people from 
Alaska have worn clothing made from skins of birds, fish, 
and marine and land animals, while Kiowa people from 
Oklahoma used buffalo and elk hides? Discuss differences 
in climate and animal populations in different parts of the 
country. Remember that the connections Native people feel
for their homelands goes beyond their using the resources 
available there. This is evident in artistic traditions. 

When you visit the museum, you can learn more about 
the Yup’ik community in the Our Universes exhibition, 
and the Kiowa community in the Our Peoples exhibition, 
both located on the fourth level.

Native people are still here 

Even though some things you will see in the museum are 
old, newer versions of these objects may be used by Native 
people today, and many of the objects on view were made 
recently. Many Native people today practice traditional arts 
such as beading and woodcarving, often with a modern 
twist. Look at the images on the front and back covers of 
this guide.

Most Native kids are a lot like the students in your class-
room—they go to school, wear sneakers and jeans, listen to 
music on their iPods, and hang out with friends on the 
weekend. Check out NMAI’s My World series, which focuses 
on contemporary Native kids, to illustrate this point. 
Information about the series is available at www.nmai.si.
edu/bookshop.
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Visiting the National Museum of the American Indian helps students gain an understanding 
and appreciation of other cultures. You can start this important work in the classroom.

       

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

  

 

   
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

  
   

      

 

 

  

  
Beaded “Ah-Day” 
sneakers, Kiowa. 
2004 

American Indian people would have worn sneakers like this a 
long time ago? What about today? 

Challenge! Try to think of other kinds of objects that could be 
made in new, contemporary ways, and remember to look for 
these kinds of objects in the museum. 

Acoma Pueblo jar 

Acoma Pueblo people live in the semiarid desert of New 
Mexico. This jar was hand built with clay gathered from their 
land. The designs are painted with minerals that are also 
found there. Flower and leaf designs with cloud and rain 
symbols show the importance of plants and water to the 
Acoma people. 

Michigan Chippewa birchbark container 

Trees and plants are abundant in the woodlands where the 
Chippewa (Ojibwe) people live. Birch trees are a plentiful 
resource used for centuries to make containers, canoes, 
hunting gear, and even housing. For this container, the bark is 
folded and stitched together with spruce root before designs 
are etched into the wood. 

Salish (Flathead) cradleboard 

Salish people originally inhabited areas of Washington and 
Idaho, but today they live in western Montana. This baby 
carrier is fully beaded with floral designs. The baby is tucked 
securely inside, which makes it easier for the mother to 
transport the child. 

Osage cradleboard 

The Osage reservation is in northeastern Oklahoma. This 
wooden baby carrier is decorated with geometric designs on 
ribbon work and finger-woven straps. A baby would be 
swaddled in a blanket and safely strapped onto the board. 
Notice the bells and thimbles dangling from the bow. 

Commonly Asked 
Questions 

What term(s) should we use—American Indian, Native 
American, Indigenous? 

A lot of different names refer to the descendents of the people who 
populated this hemisphere before Europeans “discovered” it. 

• American Indian (sometimes shortened to Indian) 

• Native American (sometimes shortened to Native) 

• Alaska Native 

• First Americans 

• First Nations (used widely in Canada) 

• Indigenous (used widely in Central and South America) 

Which one is the correct term to use? There is no straightforward 
answer. All of these terms are acceptable, although Native 
individuals may have personal preferences about which they feel 
most comfortable with. However, when possible, always try to 
use specific tribal names. As you look at the exhibitions, you’ll 
see that (1) we use many different terms for Native people 
interchangeably and (2) tribal affiliations are given whenever it 
is appropriate. Explain this to your students. You might even 
have them keep a list of all the different tribes they can find 

How do I address stereotypes with my students? 

Understanding the stereotypes your students may have about 

American Indians will help you dispel many of their misconcep

tions. Visit our stereotype quiz at www.nmai.si.edu/education  

to begin this important discussion. 


What is a tribe, and how many tribes are there? 

A tribe is a group of families who share a common ancestry and 
culture. They are socially and politically organized, often based 
on kinship structures. There are thousands of tribes in the 
Americas, and in the U.S. alone there are more than 560 that 
are recognized by the federal government. Hundreds of other 
U.S. tribes and Native communities are recognized by the states 
in which they are located. Some tribes refer to themselves as a 
nation, village, band, pueblo, or community, and it is important 
to remember that each group has a word or phrase in its own 
language that identifies it. For instance, Navajo individuals often 
refer to themselves as Diné. Although it can sometimes be 
difficult not to generalize about American Indian people, we 
encourage you to try to use tribal names when possible, and 
always make sure you are clear with your students about when 
you are making generalizations. 

Other questions? 

Other questions you have might be addressed in the book 
 
Do All Indians Live In Tipis?, which offers answers to a wide  
 
range of queries posed by NMAI visitors. The book is available 
 
in the NMAI gift shop or can be ordered at online at  
 
www.nmai.si.edu/bookshop. 
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