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The following people were instrumental in the development of this teachersô guide 
and deserve special thanks for their advice and support:

Candace Greene, Christina Burke, and Martin Earring for supplying historical and 
cultural background.

Robert Leopold and the Lakota Winter Count online resource team at Invioni for the 
design and content-crafting of the technological aspects of the dual projects, 

 Ann Kaupp, Lynn Alstat and Genevieve Simermeyer for their help in compiling the 
Bibliography and Cultural Considerations sections.

Ruth O. Selig, Susan Sprenke, and Joshua Winterhalt for providing their educational 
expertise in developing the In the Classroom and Lesson Plans sections.

The Smithsonian Womenôs Committee provided the funds that made both the 
Lakota Winter Count online resource and teachersô guide possible.

This teachersô guide was developed, written and designed by Anh-Thu Cunnion while 
completing her M.A.T. in Museum Education at The George Washington University. Under the 
supervision of Candace Greene, Ms. Cunnion worked with a dedicated group of ethnologists and 
educators in order to create a comprehensive guide for teachers that can enhance their curriculum 
and inspire their students for years to come.
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Why use the winter counts in your curriculum?
Key to using the Teachersô Guide.
A record of history
The keeper

Historical overview
Contemporary perspective
The searchable database

U.S. History
Natural Sciences
Language Arts

Grades K-4 (Recording Your Communityôs History)
Grades 5-8 (Oral Histories)
Grades 9-12 (Using Primary Sources)

Geography
Climate
Plants and Animals
Society
The Role of the Horse
Map of the Great Sioux Reservation (map)
Peoples of the Great Plains (table)

Traditions
Collectors
Collecting

Texts for teachers
Texts for students
Web sites
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Lakota winter counts ð pictographic calendars of a communityôs historyðprovide a unique look into 
the history of the Lakota Sioux people during the eighteenth and ninteenth centuries. Unlike historical 
accounts recorded by European settlers and explorers, winter counts represent a rich Lakota tradition of 
oral history and storytelling. Community historians, known as winter count keepers, maintained and 
used these pictographic records as mnemonic devices to remember the sequence of events that marked 
each year. By referring to the winter count, members of a Lakota community could mark events in their 
own lives. 

Primary sources expose students to multiple perspectives on events and issues of the past and present. 
Incorporating winter counts into the classroom can allow students to develop visual literacy skills, great-
er analytical abilities, and a deeper understanding about the Lakota people and their culture. By dealing 
directly with archival records, students engage in asking questions, thinking critically, and developing 
reasoned explanations and interpretations of events, issues, and peoples of the past and the present. 

The Smithsonian Institutionôs collection of winter counts documents over two hundred years and 
represents the history of several Lakota communities. Educators and historians on several Lakota 
reservations in North and South Dakota expressed a great interest in being able to study and learn from 
these primary sources. This online resource is dedicated to giving both Lakota and non-Lakota audiences 
access to the Smithsonianôs extensive collection of winter counts.  Many teachers in the U.S. and Canada 
are already using winter counts as focal points for lesson plans in math, history and social studies. By 
creating this on-line database of winter count entries collected from ten winter counts and including 
supporting educational material, we hope that more educators will use these primary sources in the 
classroom.

The Lone Dog Winter Count
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This teachersô guide was created to facilitate the incorporation of Lakota winter counts into your 
curriculum. Relevant background information, visual material, topic suggestions, sample lesson 
plans and resource lists are also included in this documentðalong with general instructions on how 
to better navigate the Lakota winter count online exhibit. Before using any of the material provided, 
please review the guidelines for teaching culturally sensitive material, developed by the Department of 
Anthropology at the National Museum of Natural History. A glossary located on the educatorsô page of 
the online resource provides deýnitions for anthropological terms and Lakota words. 

Right: Page from the Battiste 
Good winter count.

Four lodges drowned winter.

Another þood in which many 
people drowned is noted by 
all the calendars for the year 
1825-26.

Winter count name and year 
represented by pictograph

Name of year

Additional information

Pictograph of individual year
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For generations, Plains Indians drew pictographs to docu-
ment their experiences with the natural, human and super-
natural worlds. The Lakota term for winter counts is waniyetu 
wowapi. The word wowapi translates into English as ñany-
thing which is marked and can be read or counted,ò meaning 
any book, letter or two-dimensional drawing. Waniyetu is the 
Lakota word for year, which is measured from ýrst snow to 
ýrst snow. 

Drawn onto a variety of materialðbuffalo skin, deer hide, 
muslin or paperðwinter counts are composed of 
pictographs organized in spirals or in horizontal rows. Each 
pictograph represents a year in the history of a Lakota 
community and depicts an unusual or memorable event that 
affected the group of people who camped together. The 
pictographs were organized in chronological order so that 
the winter count as a whole served as a mnemonic device, 
used to spur peopleôs memories and provide an outline for 
the groupôs oral historian. Winter counts were also used by 
individual community members who referred to speciýc 
years as dates marking events in their own lives.

Some of the winter counts in the Smithsonianôs 
collection are very similar to each other while others 
are not. Communities made up of members of an 
extended family, or tiospayes (as they are called 
in Lakota) had different experiences. There often 
were multiple copies of a winter count in a tiospaye 
and the winter counts of allied groups were similar. 
Counts were not considered ñart for artôs sakeò 
and were copied over regularly when they became 
worn or could no longer ýt in the available space. 
Pictographs or the stories behind them might have 
changed as they were copied.

Winter counts were dynamic documents of 
recorded history. Variations between similar counts 
might have occurred if a community historian chose 
to emphasize a different aspect of an eventðor select 
another event all together. Differences among winter 
count narratives might also be the result of inaccurate 
or incomplete translation from Lakota to English. 
The counts, like all histories, are a selective represen-
tation of a peopleôs past. The choices reþect both the 
communityôs history and culture.

Reference to the spectacular Leonid meteor 
shower appears in all of the Smithsonianôs 
winter counts for the year 1833-34.

The stars The Year the 
moved around. Stars Fell

 ñThe stars fell,ò as the Many stars
 Indians all agreed. fell (meteors).

Top: Page 
from the Cloud Shield 
winter count. Bottom: Cover of 
the drawing book in which both Cloud Shield and 
American Horse copied versions of their counts.
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Above left: American Horse, circa 
1876. Left: A partial copy of the 
American Horse winter count .

Each tiospaye had a designated winter count keeper. As 
the community historian, this member of the groupðalways 
a manðwas responsible for maintaining the winter count and 
remembering its stories. Before recording the past year on the 
count, the keeper consulted with a council of elders to choose 
an appropriate event by which to remember the year. The 
event chosen was not considered the most important event 
of the past year, but only the most memorable. For instance, 
sacred ceremonies that occurred regularly were not often 
chosen because the event was not 
unique to a particular year. 

The keeper was also respon-
sible for retelling the tiospayeôs 
history at various times throughout 
the year. During ceremonies or 
other social gatherings, he would 
bring out the count and use it as a 
visual reference to name the years. 
In this way, the members of the 
band knew their history and could 
use particular years to index events 
in their own lives, such as the year 
of someoneôs birth. It was important 
that the keeper, in consultation with the bandôs elders, chose events that were easily remembered by his 
entire band. 

When the keeper could no 
longer fulýll his role as historian, 
the duty was passed on to another 
male member of the tiosypayeð
usually a son or nephewðwhose 
ýrst obligation was to copy his 
predecessorôs winter count. With 
the advent of literacy, keepers 
began to add written captions to 
the images. By the end of the 19th 
century, some winter counts were 
only written texts. Pictographs were 
replaced by written year-names as 
the mnemonic device of choice.

Top: Winter count keeper Long Soldier, circa 1880s by D.F. Barry. Courtesy of the 
Denver Public Library. Bottom: The Long Soldier winter count drawn on muslin.
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The National Museum of Natural Historyôs Lakota Winter Count online exhibit is divided into three 
main sections featuring descriptions of Lakota life during the nineteenth century and the history of the 
winter counts, interviews by contemporary Lakota community members, and a searchable database of 
images from the winter counts along with their anthropological data. By exploring each section, teachers 
and students will be better able to study the winter counts and understand their unique value as primary 
sources of American history from the 18th to 20th centuries. 

The ýrst two sections, ñWho are the 
Lakota?ò and ñWhat are winter counts?ò 
provide background information for educators 
to familiarize themselves with the content of the 
online exhibit. Photographs from the National 
Anthropological Archives are included as 
primary sources throughout.

During the winter of 2003, members of the 
project team recorded interviews with several 
Lakota community members on Lakota 
reservations in the northern Great Plains 
region. Selections from these interviews are 
available in the section, ñWhat are Winter 
Counts?ò The full interviews can be viewed 
in the section, ñWho are the Lakota?ò 
These are valuable resources for not only 
gaining a contemporary understanding of the 
Lakota people, but also for appreciating the 
importance of  the oral history tradition in 
American Indian culture.

Other interviewees

Archival photographs

Information by topic

Interview by topic

Digital video interview
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ñView Winter Countsò is a searchable database that allows users to sort through every annual entry 
included in the ten winter counts featured on the online exhibit. Users can search by winter count, year, 
or keyword. In order to facilitate searching capabilities, some common topics have been identiýed and 
can be selected for searching. These topics are: plants and animals, ceremonies, health, trade goods, 
places, people, U.S. Government, and the Sky. 

When a pictograph is selected, a larger image appears along with its Lakota year, English year, name 
of keeper, Collectorôs notes, and explanatory comments. By selecting ñcollect this winter countò you can 
save the entry in a temporary holding screen called ñMy Winter Count.ò You can e-mail your collection 
of entries to yourself for later use in projects or reports. 

Information about the collection history of each count, including a biographical sketche of its 
collector and/or keeper, can be accessed by clicking the ñArtifactò tab. Using the navigation tools 
located below the image, you to enlarge, shrink, and rotate the winter count to best suit your needs.

Search by common theme

Search by winter count

Search by keyword

Search by year

Collectorôs notes

Collection tool

Artifact history

Navigation tools
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At the beginning of the 21st century, museums and schools are continually faced with issues 
surrounding the sensitivities and concerns of cultural diversity. Lessons that were once common to 
all American schoolchildren, such as recreating Thanksgiving at Plymouth Rock, are now recognized 
as culturally inaccurate and historically misleading. Educators have since developed several sets of 
guidelines for teaching about American Indian cultures as well as for evaluating books on American 
Indian history. Considerations most pertinent to teaching with the Lakota winter counts are listed below.

1.  Avoid qualitative assessments of either Lakota or European beliefs, traditions or lifestyles. 
Do not compare the ñWhiteò version of history against the version of history represented in the 
winter counts. History is, by nature, subjective and represents the needs, beliefs and viewpoints 
of the culture to which it belongs. Transposing one peopleôs history into the needs, beliefs and 
viewpoints of another peopleôs culture leads to cultural bias and misunderstanding.

2.  Strive to portray the Lakota as real human beings. Are they attributed with both strengths 
and weaknesses, joys and sadnesses? Do they appear to have coherent motivations of their own 
comparable to those attributed to non-Indians?

3.  Avoid portraying the Lakota as purely reactionary. Discuss how the Lakotaôs actions are 
based on their own values and judgments, rather than simply a reaction to outside forces such as 
government pressure or cattle ranchers.

4.  Emphasize diversity found within the Lakota as much as diversity found between the Lakota 
and different ethnic groups. American Indians portrayed in your curriculum material should not 
look like typical homogenous Hollywood movie ñIndians,ò whether Tonto from the Lone Ranger 
days or more contemporary Disney characters like Pocahontas. Just as all Europeans or African-
Americans do not look alike, neither do all American Indians. 

5.  Challenge stereotypes and clich®s surrounding American Indians. Television, especially old 
movies, often include ñIndianò characters with a limited vocabulary. Yet anthropologists have 
carefully documented the complexity of languages developed and used by American Indians. At 
least 350 different languages were spoken in North America alone when the Puritans ýrst stepped 
foot on the shores of what is now Massachusetts. Many are still spoken, including Lakota.

6.  Be critical of culturally biased descriptions of American Indians. Language such as ñobstacles 
to progress,ò ñnoble savagesò who are ñblood-thirsty,ò ñchild-like,ò ñspiritual,ò or ñstoicò should 
be kept out of classroom discussions or curriculum material. American Indians were not ñsavage 
warriors,ò nor were they ñnoble savages.ò They were no more nor less noble than the rest of 
humanity. 

7.   Set the standard for cultural sensitivity within the classroom. Stereotypes can be actively 
diffused if teachers check their own expressions and eliminate those such as, ñYou act like a 
bunch of wild Indians!ò or ñDonôt be an Indian giver.ò

8.  Recognize regional, cultural and tribal differences. Instead of generalizing the Great Plains 
Indians, the Sioux or the Lakota, distinguish between the Brul®, the Pawnee, the Assiniboin, etc. 
Discuss both the differences between and the similarities among the various groups.


