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OBJECTIVES:



	At the completion of the presentation, the student will be able to:



	A.	Describe three ways verbal communication can be enhanced with the Alaska Native.

	B.	Incorporate one insight into Alaska Native culture when preparing a patient education presentation.

Describe the traditional Alaska Native view of death



Use the Platinum rather than the Golden Rule when interacting with others.  “The Golden Rule says ‘Treat others as you would want to be treated’; the Platinum Rule says ‘Treat others as they would want to be treated.’” 



PREFACE



I would like to preface this document with a very important caveat.  These are generalizations that do not apply to every individual Alaska Native.  Culture is the sum total of the way people live including, among other things, values, language, basic communication, social structures, environment, ways of earning a living, ways of spending leisure time, level of technology, and climate.  All cultures are alive and changing -- they are not fixed.  Relevance is often affected by life experiences.  To illustrate this point, I would like to share with you a selection from a humorous pamphlet, Caucasian American: Basic Skills Workbook written by Beverly Slapin:



	“Caucasian American women were forced to wear tight clothing, and sometimes their shoes were very pointed (poin’-ted) at the front and had long sticks at the bottom.  This made it very difficult to walk, and often, they hurt their backs.  Caucasian American women also painted their faces in strange ways, to prepare for mating rituals, usually on weekends (wék’-endz).

	“Another thing Caucasian American women were forced to do, especially just before mating rituals, was to remove almost all their body hair.  This was done with sharp implements, and the ritual was called shaving and plucking (sháv’-ing and pluk’-ing).  Another custom was reserved for the hair on Caucasian American women’s heads.  Women with long hair usually cut it, and women with short hair wanted it to be long.  Women with light hair darkened it, and women with dark hair lightened it.  Women with straight hair curled it, and women with curly hair straightened it.”



Although I’m sure that you can identify some individual women who fit portions of the above, you’d be hard pressed to find anyone that it is totally relevant for, nor would you necessarily agree with the assumptions made as a result of apparent observation of the Caucasian American culture.



Most people will have problems adjusting from one culture to another because customs and traditions vary.  It is important to be aware of history and its impact and to recognize differences in prioritizing values.



CULTURAL VALUES



Value -- the relative worth or importance of an item -- is a main component of culture.  The following table compares some mainstream American cultural values with traditional Inupiaq values.  





IMPORTANT MAINSTREAM AMERICAN CULTURAL VALUES�

IMPORTANT INUPIAT VALUES��Ownership�Sharing��Equality in social relations�Respect for others��Competetiveness�Cooperation���Respect for elders��Love for children�Love for children��Achievement�Hard work���Knowledge of family tree��Directness in communication�Avoid conflict��Human superior to nature�Respect for nature���Spirituality��Humor�Humor��Nuclear family�Extended family��Material possessions�Hunter success���Domestic skills��Achievement-oriented�Humility��Individualism�Responsibility to tribe��

HEALTH FROM A NATIVE AMERICAN PERSPECTIVE



In the book The Real History of the Conquest of Spain, Bernal Diaz del Castillo (1984) the official historian of the conquistadors, relates that the Indians of what is now Mexico believed that Europeans were gods because the conquistadors were greeted with flowers, perfumes and incense wherever they went.  No one bothered to ask the Indians what they really thought.  In fact, the Indians were forbidden to either write or speak their own version of these events.  Five hundred years later, a Mexican anthropologist named Miguel Leon-Portilla (1988) compiled a collection of Indian writings in the book The Reverse of the Conquest.  It contains the following account of the Indians in their first encounters with the Europeans:  “They say, ‘And we smell them even before we saw them.  And not even with flowers, perfume or incense could we get close to them.’”(Dansie, 1997, p.116)



As you can see, there were two different interpretations of the same event.  The bottom line is, if you want to know what someone (or some group) thinks you need to ask them!  What is the Native American perspective?



Roberto Dansie (1997), Executive Director of Pit River Health Service in Burney, California tells us that there are common characteristics that most Native Americans, as well as other ethnic groups, share when it comes to healing and health.  These include the following:



Life comes from the Great Spirit, and all healing begins with Him.

Health is due to the harmony between body, heart, mind, and soul.

Our relationships are an essential component of our health.

Death is not our enemy, but a natural phenomenon of life.

Disease is not only felt by the individual, but also the family.

Spirituality and emotions are just as important as the body and the mind.

Mother Earth contains numerous remedies for our illnesses.

Some healing practices have been preserved throughout the generations.

Traditional healers can be either men or women, young or old.

Illness is an opportunity to purify one’s soul.



Are these characteristics common to your Alaskan Native clients?  The only way to know for sure is to ask them!



TIME ORIENTATION



The non-native society’s view of time is linear. It is viewed in the context of a beginning, a middle and an end.  For example, when viewing life, it is seen beginning at birth and continuing to infant, toddler, pre-school age, school age, adolescent, young adulthood, middle age, old age, and death.  The work week usually begins on Monday and ends on Friday, with non-work days occurring on the weekend.  The day is oriented to the linear concept of time on a clock with a time to wake up, a time to be at work, a time to take a lunch break, a time to leave work, a time to play, and a time to go to bed.  This orientation is used for planning time use, and punctuality is rewarded.



The traditional Alaska Native view of time is circular.  Life is a circle that continues after death as people who live after you remember the good things you did in your life.  The subsistence life-style is oriented to the seasons -- it is time to gather plants and berries, fish, hunt, and trap when the food is available.  You pick berries until you have enough berries to last until the next time berries are plentiful.  The ability to provide adequately for your family and share with the people in your village is rewarded.



Major conflicts related to time today are related to priority of value systems, transitional stress, perpetuation of the myth of “Indian time”, ingrained values of time concepts, family and community influences, and rural and urban living needs.



COMMUNICATION



Communication Patterns and Language



Patterns of communication and behavior are learned at a very early age.  The following table (Shavanda, 1989) compares key differences in communication patterns between natives and non-natives:



NON-NATIVES:�NATIVES:��Early demonstration of learning

Seek to please�Early age -- respect through silence, observation��Speaks to many people who give perspective to life; no need to talk to those he is close to; companionship�Converse at length with those he’s close to; watch and give respect to those he does not know well��Values conversation as a way to get to know others�Values observance as a way of getting to know others��Learn through trial and error









Teacher expects native students to demonstrate knowledge�Children: listen and learn; don’t answer question or demonstrate skills unless know the answer or are adept at the skill



Unable to meet expectations of non-native teachers due to way of learning��“Put’s best foot forward.”  Presents positive self-image and high hopes for the future



Interprets native’s not boasting or speaking of future as lack of self-confidence�Not acceptable to “boast” nor to speak of future (makes it difficult for job interviews)��Rapid communication

�Thinking before answering

Longer pauses��Must have closure for courtesy

�No closure (e.g. May hang up at the end of a telephone conversation without saying good-bye)��Direct messages�Indirect messages��

English is a second language to many Alaska Natives.  Processing a second language may result in additional time needed when answering questions.  In addition, the pace of language is often slower than in non-native society, resulting in longer pauses between speakers.  It is considered impolite to speak without allowing a sufficient pause to assure that the previous speaker is finished.  Although there are variations in pace within non-native speakers of English (compare the New Yorker to the Georgian, for example) the comfortable pause period for most (3-5 seconds) is much shorter than the pause allowed by the Alaska Native (5-10 seconds).  When the pause period exceeds the comfort level, silence is filled with speech.  This may result in rephrasing questions and making assumptions such as that understanding hasn’t occurred, the speaker is being ignored, or that the individual spoken to is “shy” or “quiet”.



Silence in social interaction may feel uncomfortable to non-natives.  While visiting, the Native person may not feel a pressing need for conversation.  It is enough to enjoy the visitor’s presence.  Non-natives who do not understand this practice may make erroneous assumptions such as that the two people sitting in silence are angry with each other or that one is being rude to the other.  



The following table, from Noland and Gallagher (1989) may be helpful in illustrating the results of these differences in communication patterns and language between Alaska Natives and non-natives.



What’s Confusing to English Speakers About Athabascans�What’s Confusing to Athabascans About English Speakers��The Presentation of Self��They do not speak.�They talk too much.��They keep silent.�They always talk first.��They avoid situations of talking.�They talk to strangers or people they don’t know.��They play down their abilities.�They brag about themselves.��The act as if they expect things to be given to them.�They don’t help people even when they can.��They deny planning.�They always talk about what is going to happen later.��The Distribution of Talk��They avoid direct questions.�They ask too many questions.��They never start a conversation.�They always interrupt.��They talk off the topic.�They only talk about what they are interested in.��They never say anything about themselves.�They don’t give others a chance to talk.��They are slow to take a turn in talking.�They just go on and on when they talk.��The Contents of Talk��They are too indirect, to inexplicit.�They aren’t careful about how they talk about people or things.��They don’t make sense.���They just leave without saying anything.�They have to say good-bye even when they see you are leaving.��

Body language



Communication can be viewed as an iceberg.  Verbal language transmits approximately 35% of the message, while nonverbal communication transmits the remainder.  Nonverbal communication is culturally-specific and affected by beliefs, values, social rules and communication premises.  Because body language is culturally specific, miscommunication can occur when definitions of another culture are used for interpreting meaning.  The following examples form Wolcoff (1989) help to illustrate this:



BODY LANGUAGE�? NON-NATIVE MEANING�? NATIVE MEANING��Nodding head�“I understand what your are saying”�“I hear what your are saying”��Raised eyebrows

�“I’m surprised by what I am seeing or hearing”�“Yes”; “I agree with what you are saying”��Furrowed brow�“I’m listening very carefully to what you are saying”

“I question the truth in what I am seeing or hearing”�“No”

“I’m displeased with you”��Tapping pencil�“I am distracted”�“I am impatient”��Sighing�“I am tired”�“I am bored”��Arms tight to body�“I am cold”�“I want to maintain an impersonal distance”��No eye contact�“I am lying to you”�“I respect you”��

Interviewing Clients and Providing Patient Teaching



Wolcoff (1989) shares the following hints to improve communication with Alaska Native clients:



Take a few minutes to visit to set the person at ease.

Talk about common ground: art, music, recreation, weather, dancing, fun things.

Don't talk down.

Don't speak in a loud tone of voice to elders unless you know they are hard of hearing.  The spoken language is traditionally quiet.  Speaking loudly may be interpreted as anger or rudeness.

Listen, listen, listen.

Don't talk so much or so fast.

Allow time for questions.



It is important to consider the cultural context of the topics being discussed.  There may not be words for some actions in the Native language (e.g. rape) yet there are some words that have many meanings -- in some dialects there are more than 30 different words for snow.  In addition, words may have different meanings (e.g. "Are you hurt?" may mean to a woman "Are you menstruating at this time?")  The Alaska Native who has spent a life-time preparing fish and animals to be eaten may have a better knowledge of anatomy than the non-native who has always obtained food from a super market.  This increased knowledge of anatomy does not necessarily transfer, however, to an understanding of physiology.



Sex is a taboo subject in many Alaska Native homes.  Words for sexual body parts may have little meaning.  The client may use euphemisms (e.g. an Alaska Native woman may say chest for breast; may even point to her arm or shoulder when her pain is in her breast).  Asking questions about sexual areas may cause embarrassment.  Wolcoff (1989) offers the following suggestions:



Have little or no eye contact so the client can maintain his or her sense of dignity.

Allow the client to be covered up so he or she doesn’t feel exposed while you are talking to him or her.

Don’t write at the time of talking with the client; just listen.  If the client feels that your are going to write down what he or she is saying, he or she may not give you the whole picture.

Give the client space.  Don’t stand too close to him or her; rather in front of him or her, off to the side and turned slightly.

Don’t interrupt; speak in a softer tone of voice.  It puts the client more at ease.  Alaska Native people in crisis may not react well to loud voices.



ELDERS



The role of an elder in a village is significant.  Not to be understated, the elder is considered wise by virtue of age and survival and should be treated with the utmost respect.  If an elder is treated in an undignified manner, the whole village may be offended and use passive methods to indicate their disapproval.



DEATH AND SUICIDE



As discussed above under time orientation, death is seen as part of the circle of life rather than a final ending.  Wolcoff (1989) tells us that an Alaska Native who has done enough good things and has lived a good life will be remembered.  If you are remembered, then in essence you do not die.  Often loved ones will name the next child born after the person who has died and thus, the spirit of that person is passed on.  The grieving process may be different from that expected.  It may be quiet emotion.



At a funeral, it is enough that you attended and gave honor to the person who has died.  It is not necessary and may be seen as intrusive for a person to say more than a few words to the family.  In many villages a family will have a potlatch for the deceased one year after the death.  It is appropriate at this time to bring up all the funny stories and good memories.



Suicide may be seen as the more honorable way out.  If a person has lived his or her life and things begin to go wrong, he or she may think it is better to end his or her life then, while there are still good memories, than to live longer and “mess up so bad that no one will remember” (Wolcoff, 1989).  Elders are beginning to address this problem, particularly with the youth.
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