Making Life Better – for Who?
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Every time I write a new training course, I try to keep a picture in my mind of someone for whom this could make life better. If I can't see that person, then I think I must be heading in the wrong direction.

When I think about the Family Life & Disability course I just revised this week, the person who comes to mind is somebody's mom on the reservation, any reservation, really. She is sitting in the computer lab at the tribal college and it is bitterly cold outside. The nearest library with information on her child's disability is 130 miles away and she really doubts her car would make it that far, the heater isn't too reliable and the money for gas is money she needs to buy groceries.

She has been to the IEP meeting at Head Start but left with more questions than answers. Why does her child act the way he does? What can she do about it?

Three weeks ago, she took her toddler to the IHS clinic, they referred her to a specialist and now they say her child has Autism. She doesn't even know what Autism is. It's not like Diabetes or arthritis - no one she knows ever had Autism or has a child with Autism. She asks her mother and her aunties but everyone just gives her a blank look. So, she came to this workshop looking for answers.

Along with being somebody's mom, she's somebody's daughter and somebody's granddaughter and someone else's great-niece. One of those people has diabetes, has a visual impairment and may need to have a limb amputated. She doesn't mind providing care for her family. It is just one of those things you do, like washing bottles and changing diapers when you have a baby. If it needs to be done, she'll do it. She'd like a little bit more information, though,  on how to help with exercises or provide skin care or make a person who is bed bound more comfortable.

That mom on the reservation with the old car, attending class in the winter, is smarter than people give her credit for. Contrary to what a lot of people think, she does know how to use a computer. She has a computer at home, but it is not very new and her only connection to the Internet is through dial-up. All of the web pages she needs on a CD sure would be nice. She could read them after her baby has fallen asleep and once she has gotten grandma comfortable. She's the one in the family that everyone always seems to call for advice, and her sister, Sue, had asked if she could try to find out something for her boy who is in special ed and is not doing so well in school this fall. He wants to drop out. Does that disability training class maybe have something on finding jobs for people with disabilities or keeping them in school? For the need to help out sister, Sue, we have added a Virtual Library, Reading Room and "Learn More" pages to the CD where she can do research.

Research? Yes, that mom is pretty smart and pretty dedicated to learning whatever she can to help her family. It is her strength and determination that are the best hope for the next generation. I am sure of it, because, as I write up the numbers for our final report for the Disability Access project, I realized that I have met 479 of those moms over the past two years. The work we do is to make their lives better because if anyone ever deserved a good life, it is them!

Is Workplace Ethics a Taboo Topic on Indian Reservations?

I was pretty excited when my business partner, Dr. Annmaria De Mars, and I came up with the idea of developing a project that would address the numerous ethical violations that occurs on Indian Reservations.  We distributed an ethics survey and the results confirmed what we already knew, that a huge number of ethical violations was occurring daily on Indian Reservations. 

Armed with the results of the survey, my own personal knowledge of reservations, the encouragement of many fellow tribal members we discussed our project with, we decided to submit a proposal to the United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Small Business Innovative Research program (SBIR). We had no problem obtaining letters of supports from Turtle Mountain’s tribal chairman and the tribal chairwoman and my tribal council representative from my reservation, Spirit Lake Nation. We put together a Phase I proposal titled Tribal Leaders With Character (TLC) submitted it to USDA’s SBIR program and six months later we were notified it was funded. 

One of the first task we completed was to open an ethics forum on our website www.spiritlakeconsulting.com/forum/.  The forum was a medium for tribal members to dialogue with other tribal members about the unethical practices they observed on a daily/weekly/monthly/yearly basis.  Based on the encouragement we received from tribal members when writing the proposal we thought our forum would be inundated with posts from tribal members. Not so!

Why haven’t tribal members posted more ethical concerns on our forum?  Good question.  Probably the most answer we hear most commonly is lack of Internet access. However, this doesn’t explain why the many tribal members who do have access to the Internet do not post.  Before, during and after TLC was funded many people eagerly encouraged me to start such a project and support me now that the project is funded.  Yet, these individuals appear reluctant to go on our website and write a post on unethical situations.  

So let me ask, why haven’t tribal members with Internet access posted more ethical concerns on our website?  I speculate there are a couple of reasons:

1. Apathy – tribal members have given up hope that anything will ever change.  Posting their ethical concerns on a relatively unknown website is viewed as a waste of time. 

2. Our forum does not allow personal attacks and it is not gossipy enough. Most people see no point to post an unethical situation unless they can identify the unethical person.  Not being able to exposed a fellow tribal member for his or her misdeeds means no one is going to get fired or go to jail – kind of takes the fun out of it if you know what I mean. ( 

3. It appears most tribal members are in the pattern of gossiping (complaining) about unethical behavior they observe and/or hear about.  This habit of not speaking up or taking action probably developed due to fear of losing their jobs.  

If we are to put a stop to the unethical behavior in our workplace we have do be willing to do more than complaining and gossiping about it.  There is a big difference between complaining about a problem and planning to solve it.  Let me us use an analogy to explain the difference between complaining/gossiping about a problem and discussing it in a manner that will produce results.  I am president of the public school board on my reservation.  We have not made Average Yearly Progress (AYP) in the last several years.  The number one reason we haven’t made AYP is due to in low student attendance. I firmly believe if we are going to improve student attendances we need a partnership with the community. How do we do that?  My answer is this, we need to educate community members on the consequences caused by low student attendance.  There are many was to do this, radio announcements, ads in the paper, facts sheets on attendance issues, etc.  If done properly, undulating the community with data will change the community’s perception of the attendance problem from: 

“Our kids don’t go to school because the teachers are no good, the administration don’t know what they are doing, and all the board members do is travel, hold meetings to receive more stipends, and create positions for their relatives.” 

To this: 

“Did you know that the majority of Seniors miss an average of four days a month?  Why that is one day a week, no wonder why our high school graduates are not prepared for college. Our kids constantly missing school are causing the school to not make AYP.”  

Changing the way community members talk about the attendance issue will eventually lead them to do something about the problem.  It is the same with unethical behavior, once we tribal members change the way we talk about unethical behavior we will eventually take steps to address it.  However, we need to develop moral courage to go with our ethics before that happens.

A person may possess strong ethics but without courage to stand behind his/her beliefs, their ethics are not very useful.  For example, what happens when a majority of a tribal board are ethical people but lack moral courage to support their ethics?  This board will often let one, or two unethical board members get away with unethical behavior time and time again.  Say an unethical board member is notorious for signing up for a trip, receiving per diem but doesn’t go.  This board member signs up for a National Conference and the conversation that takes place between the other board members when they learn Joe wants to go the National Conference will go something like this;  “Joe wants to go to the National Conference again.  Just watch, he will have us pay his registration, buy his airplane ticket, pay a deposit room for his room but he won’t go.” The other “ethical” board members will agree and add their own comments about Joe’s unethical behavior.  When the time comes for Joe to go, sure enough, he will have an excuse of why he could not go:  “I missed my flight.” “I became ill.” “ My (relative) is in the hospital.” Or, some similar excuse.  Now if the other board members had the moral courage back up their ethics the discussion will have went something like this.  “Joe still owes for three trips which he never went on.  Because he will more than likely do the same thing again let’s tell him, ‘Joe If you want to go on this trip, go on your own expense and we will reimburse you’.” 

Getting back to our ethics forum.  In an attempt to encourage more tribal member join in the dialogue on our forum I decided to create two fictional characters. The first one I call Joe The Tribal Workers. Joe does not represent any real individual.  On the other hand, there is a little of Joe in all of us.  He represents the part of our character that is weak and susceptible to our self-serving desires.  By creating this fictional character I am hope tribal member will tell us about his or her own Joe. 

Joe The Tribal Worker

Joe The Tribal Worker is a super self-serving individual, an individual who is willing to commit any unethical act as long as it serves his selfish needs.  Joe appears to have super natural powers. He seems to be working at several jobs at the same time, and I know I met him at each reservation I visited.  …. 

Here is what other people have said about Joe on our forum:

“This is an interesting example. There is a Joe Tribal Worker on just about every reservation. I think I could have been a Joe Tribal Worker if I had not gone back to school myself. The problems that are created by Joe are vast. First of all, think of the rising unemployment rate because Joe is monopolizing the jobs on the reservation and using up all of the resources developed by the tribe. Joe wants to be the chief without the title and headaches, basically. …. He does nothing to work toward the unemployment rate because he is too busy taking home enough pay for two or three other tribal members. He does nothing to give back to the community, as self-serving tends to lead to "ghost workers" on the reservation. Joe is not looking to improve the tribal image because he is helping to further oppress that image by gaining profits without a sense of belonging to the community.  These ethical concerns are great because if we have one Joe Tribal Worker, we may have 10 or 12 more learning the ropes from Joe's experience….” Posted by MRV

“…. I used to work for a woman in a tribal program. Let's call her Joette. She was always talking about how she was a real Indian and a traditional person. What MVR said is true. This woman was head of a program because she had some relatives who were in high positions. She did all the things said above. She traveled all of the time on tribal funds. She was a ghost worker who often didn't come to work. And the worst part is that if she had really been going to classes and learning more, if she had really been going to those workshops on grant writing and meeting with those people from different agencies, she could have gotten more grants and programs for our tribe. That money that was supposed to have gone to our people and to economic development went to nothing. Not only did she keep someone who deserved it from a job, she didn't do the job at all, so we had somebody being paid for nothing and money that should have been used to bring in jobs to the reservation didn't do anything but pay for someone's new truck and trips. MVR is right. …. I couldn't stand it. I quit and got a job where I felt I was earning my money and not just stealing my paycheck from the tribe.” Posted by Anonymous.

Click here to go to the Spirit Lake Forum and read more about Joe the Tribal Worker. 

Let me explain why I created Joe: The sad fact is that many people are afraid to speak out. They are afraid of losing their jobs; afraid of the retribution they will face in a small community if they object to the person using tribal funds to travel on what is no more than an expensive vacation for themselves and their family members. They fear defending a co-worker in a meeting because then the abusive manager may turn on them. They don't want to point out that unqualified relatives of tribal council members are being hired, not doing their jobs or not coming to work at all, because, in some communities, they have a very real concern that the result will be the complaining employee is fired, not the incompetent one.
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It is our hope that by hosting a forum where tribal members can speak up anonymously, eventually, enough people will see that they are not alone and feel it is safe and acceptable to post their opinions under their own name. 

What is especially troubling is this, we all are aware of unethical behavior in the work place yet we put up with it time and time again.  Why?  In our Courageous Leadership workshop, I mention that we seemingly live in fear – fearful to speak up.  Below is a section in which I talk about fear on Indian Reservations.

What traditions will our children follow?

Is fear a new Indian tradition?  How could I possibly say such a thing about my own people, the Dakota, when we have a proud tradition and history as courageous warriors?  The Dakota/Lakota/Nakota, as were all Indian Tribes, were known for their extreme bravery in battle as well as their high moral character which they exhibited through out their daily lives.  Yet, today we use cowardly tactics rather than fairness and decency to accomplish our goals.  We organize family, friends, and viciously attack anyone who disagrees with us to frighten them into giving into our demands.  Our cowardly tactics are so effective most tribal employees are afraid to speak up when they see someone committing a wrongful act, because of fear.  Everywhere we look we see the result of these cowardly tactics; policy and procedures ignored, nepotism, and favoritism is rampant throughout our work places, people are fired without due process, we have a high unemployment yet a huge number of our jobs are filled with non-Indians, and/or non- tribal members.  Yet, tribal members, and tribal leaders alike, are afraid to speak up due to fear.

What ever happened to our tradition of courage as Indian people?  Our grandparents and their parents would have never acted in such a disgraceful manner.  We need to somehow unlearn this self-destructive behavior if we are ever going to address all the social ills that are prevalent on the reservations today and make the reservation a good place to raise our children.  We certainly do not want to pass these despicable traits to the next generation.  Unless we start speaking up against unethical behavior to the workplace, our children will see Joe The Tribal Worker as their role model and emulate him as adults.

To read more about our Courageous Leadership project, click here. 
Joe The Tribal Worker does not fill all the jobs on the reservation. There is a person who is the complete opposite of Joe The Tribal Worker.  I am going to call this tribal member/worker Susie Sainte.  Susie represent the many courageous, dedicated, hardworking, honest workers in Indian Country, many who do speak up against the unethical behaviors exhibited by other tribal workers.  I applaud the moral courage of these individuals who often lay their jobs on the line every time they speak up. Susie, like the rest of us, knows the difference between right and wrong; however, what makes her different from the rest of us is this—she actually practices what she believes in.

Susie follows and enforces the Policies and Procedures at the risk of losing her job.  As a supervisor, she hires qualified workers as opposed to workers who have political clout.  She also fires incompetent workers regardless of their political influence.  As an employee, she is conscientious about doing her work.  She does not cheat on her time card; she actually uses leave each time she leaves her worksite.  As a supervisor/manager/tribal council member, she reports to work the same time her employees do.  In short, she works every hour she gets paid for.

Joe despises Susie.  He is also mortally scared of her and, truth be known, he secretly envies her.  She is everything he would like to be but can’t be because he lacks the moral fiber.  His jealousy often turns into hate; therefore, he often does everything in his power to undermine her as his supervisor or fellow worker.  Susie unknowingly makes Joe look bad.  She is at work on time every morning, she doesn’t take more than the allotted time for breaks and lunches, she doesn’t punch out until the day is over, and, last but not least, she actually works.  Her behavior contrasts with his behavior and often prompts an unfavorable comparison from other workers.  As a result, he is constantly scheming to get Susie fired, usually by starting unsubstantiated rumors about her.

What makes Susie radically different than Joe is this—she is a person with uncommon moral courage?  She stands up and speaks up for what she believes in. In addition, she is her own worst critic.  She constantly reminds herself that certain behavior is wrong and, even if no one else knows, she will know and that knowledge is enough to make her behave ethically.  As a result, Susie really does not need anyone monitoring her work, which makes her an especially valuable employee.

Unfortunately, moral courage is often a liability in the reservation workplace.  Susie makes Joe and his buddies look so bad they often conspire to get rid of her.  If they have enough political influence, they will either get her transferred or outright fired.  It is difficult for Susie to get hired in key positions, especially those that involve finances, because her presence makes it difficult for those who want to rip off the tribe

COMING EVENTS

Special Education Rights – Guaranteeing your child receives the services needed

Next workshop is November 1 in the Trenton Indian Service Area

Ethical Training for Indian Nations – A four-hour workshop on building a more ethical workplace and community. 

Contact Dr. Erich Longie  ericstev@spiritlakeconsulting.com or (701) 351-2175 for more information on either of the above workshops.
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EASTER EGGS?

An Easter Egg is a program function or application that is undocumented, you have to look for it, like an Easter egg hunt.

One of the earliest, and most famous, Easter eggs is the dog-cow, shown at right. The dog cow was used to show you which way the printer was set up to print back when printers were a brand new pretty neat idea.

The Macintosh would show the picture like it is above if your printer was set up to print sideways (landscape) and it would show the critter on its side if it was to print normally (portrait). 
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People with obviously too much time on their hands would argue about if it was a dog or a cow. There was a sequence of keys you could press and a picture of the dog-cow would show up on your computer with a word balloon that said "Moof!" This wasn't documented anywhere, it was just information passed along from one computer user to another.

All Spirit Lake Consulting products include Easter eggs. These include photos, PowerPoint presentations, newsletters, books and whatever else seemed like a cool idea to hide on a CD-ROM. Two folders full of Easter eggs can be found on the Disability Access CD-ROM, Caring for Our People Training CD and the Spirit Lake Consulting website.
