
THE INDIAN REORGANIZATION ACT (IRA) OF 1934 
 

Vocabulary 

1. Manifest Destiny: The belief that Americans had a god given right to own all of North America 

from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific Ocean. 

2. Exterminate: To completely destroy 

3. Assimilation: When a person changes most of their cultural practices to fit into the dominant 

culture, this results in a loss of their own culture. 

4. Agrarian: relating to land use such as farming. 

5. Sovereign rights: supreme power or authority 

 

Unit Question:  The IRA seemed to offer a radical departure and improvement from previous 

policy.   Why did many Indians reject it? 

 

UNIT NARRATIVE:  HIGH SCHOOL LEVEL 

 

Part One:  US government Policy toward Indians through the 1930’s 

 

Native Americans have always had a unique relationship with the Federal government that has affected 

activities such as land ownership, tribal rights, and casinos.  Reservations have always existed as a state 

within a state.  To understand why tribes are in this position, past Federal policies must be examined.   

Forced removals, broken treaties, and changing policies have created a strong sense of distrust among 

tribes towards the US Government.  Federal Indian policy has changed a great deal over the past two 

centuries.  The 1930’s marked the first big shift towards Indian centered policies. 

 

Early US Federal Policy regarding Indian tribes 

 

The history of American Indians and the federal government is complicated.  After the Revolutionary 

War ended, The US pursued a "Pacification Policy" in which all tribes signed treaties and many lost 

virtually all of their territory.  Native-owned lands rapidly shrunk!  The Indian Removal Act of 1830 

moved all tribes from East of the Mississippi River to the West.  Whites believed that this land, called 

the Great American Desert and later labeled “Indian Territory,” was undesirable.  Some tribes, like the 

Cherokee, resisted this removal claiming they were civilized like whites.  This tribe took their case to 

the US Supreme Court and won.  Despite these efforts, the Cherokee were forcibly removed in 1838. 

 

Indian Territory is opened for settlement 

 

As Manifest Destiny took hold, White settlers purchased Indian lands throughout the 19
th

 century.  The 

Homestead Act of 1862 gave 160 acres of land to whites in Indian Territory.  The transcontinental 

railroad, completed in 1869, brought in increased white settlement, which killed the buffalo that many 

tribes depended on.  Treaties between Indians and the government often left Indians frustrated with 

continued broken promises and their decline in standard of living. From 1869-1877 the Great Plains 

became a battlefield with over 200 conflicts between tribes and whites. Especially after Custer’s Last 

Stand, many whites felt that “the only good Indian is a dead Indian.”  By the 1880’s, nearly all free 

roaming Indians had been exterminated or forced onto reservations.   

 



The Allotment Act 

 

In 1887, the Allotment (or Dawes) Act attempted to civilize Indians by dissolving tribal ownership of 

land.  Indian families received 160 acres of land on reservations and were required to give up tribal 

practices.  The US government also promised American citizenship.  Policymakers hoped they would 

eventually assimilate into white, farming societies.  Any remaining land was sold to whites and used to 

fund Indian schools.   

 

Missionaries and other government officials brought Christianity and white culture to tribes.  A common 

slogan was “Kill the Indian, save the man.” Many Indian children were removed and taken to Indian 

boarding schools. At schools Indian children were given American names, American clothes, and told to 

speak only in English.  Their hair was cut short.  They could not keep any connections to the native 

tribes or religions.    

 

However, many tribes did not succeed in an agrarian economy, as they received poor land and 

inadequate tools. To survive, they sold their plots to whites for a fraction of their value.  As a result, 

their distrust with federal government polices deepened as their lands shrank.   

 

Early 20th Century Reforms 

 

Indians were granted citizenship in 1924 with the Snyder Act. Officials thought that making them US 

citizens would help them blend into American society.  The Merriam Report, in 1928, investigated the 

Dawes/Allotment Act and determined the policy had caused Indians to lose two-thirds of their 

reservations. It also established that Indians lived in deep poverty and suffered from hunger and disease. 

In time, Congress realized that the tribe was basic to the Indian culture and heritage. 

 

The Indian New Deal 

 

The Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) of 1934 was a radical departure for American Indians.  It ended 

allotment, allowed Indians to own land collectively, restored some surplus government-owned lands to 

certain tribes, and provided for the establishment of tribal governments.  Indians could obtain 

government jobs and loans.  Indians were encouraged to hold tribal festivals and even speak native 

languages.  John Collier, a former social worker, became commissioner of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, 

which promoted the IRA.  Collier saw to it that more than a quarter of all employees for the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs were American Indian. The goal was to improve economic conditions among tribes and to 

permit a return to their communal heritage and life.  The government funded education, health care, and 

cultural activities.  

 

To explain the IRA, John Collier and support staff went on the road to meet with Indian tribes.  On 

March 1934, more than five hundred tribal delegations gathered at the Chemawa Indian School near 

Salem, Oregon.  The speakers from Washington D.C. explained the provisions of this new legislation.  

They stated, "The new deal cannot undo the wrongs of the past, but it can assure justice in the future, 

and should be welcomed by all fair minded people" (Beckham, 378).   The younger generation of 

Indians seemed more open to the IRA because they wanted equality with white Americans.  Younger 

delegates, also, saw this legislation as a new means for tribes to modernize and move into mainstream 

America.    

 

As Indians debated the act, many older tribal leaders worried that if they accepted the terms of the IRA, 

they would lose any terms or sovereign rights under old treaties.  Many Indians simply distrusted the 



federal government, despite Collier’s earnest appeals that this new legislation would help restore tribal 

lands and customs. 

   

“Before we came to the [Grand Ronde] Reservation, myself and my people were 

promised cattle, horses, clothing, etc. We were to have coffee and white sugar. We were 

to have, each, a piece of land to cultivate. What we raised by our own labor was to be 

ours, to do as we pleased with. Now we have not had any of these things. The 

Government--Uncle Sam--has not complied with these promises. We have waited and 

waited because the Agents told us to be patient, that it would be all right bye-and-bye. We 

are tired of this. We believe Uncle Sam intends to cheat us. Sometimes we are told that 

there is one Great Chief and sometimes another. One Superintendent tells us another 

thing, and another Great Chief removes him. Who are we to believe? Who is your Great 

Chief, and who is to tell us the truth.” (Beckham, 234-235). 

 

Many of the elders and chiefs believed the IRA was just another misguided effort and they remained 

suspicious.  Most, but far from all, tribes accepted the IRA.  Ultimately, it returned much political 

authority to the tribes and gave them the right to own land collectively. Many symbolic gestures were 

made to Indians over the years, however, Indians, to some extent, benefited from this New Deal 

legislation.  Indians were allowed to get loans to operate businesses, tribal lands, and practices were 

restored.  The IRA helped Indians in many ways. 

 

Part Two:  US government Policy toward Indians after the 1930’s 

 

Termination 

 

Federal policy towards the Indians changed in the 1950’s since reservations were officially terminated.  

During this “termination era” the U.S. government returned to assimilating Indian tribes into American 

society.  The federal government attempted to eliminate tribal sovereignty, assimilate Indians into 

mainstream America, and open reservations up to economic exploitation.   

 

Termination reversed 

 

However, in the 1960’s, Federal policy shifted again.  The Indian Civil Rights Act in 1968 recognized 

tribal laws as legitimate within reservations and guaranteed Indians on reservations rights as stipulated 

in the US Bill of Rights.   In 1975, the Federal government formally recognized the failure of its 

termination policy and passed the Indian Self Determination and Education Assistance Act. This gave 

all governments the opportunity to contract with federal agencies for services previously provided by the 

federal government.  Shortly after passage, several tribes which had been terminated in the 1950s, 

mounted efforts to restore their tribal lands. For example, in 1977, the Confederated Tribes of Siletz in 

Oregon was the second tribe in the nation to achieve restoration. Many other tribes in Oregon followed 

such as the Cow Creek Band of Umpqua Tribe in 1982, the Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde in 

1983, the Confederated Tribes of Coos, Lower Umpqua and Siuslaw in 1984, the Klamath Tribes in 

1986 and the Coquille in 1989  (Oregon Blue Book, 2010).  There are now nine federally recognized 

tribes in Oregon. 

 

However, past policies continue to affect Indians. Efforts were made to improve the living conditions of 

Indians and to preserve and restore as much of their culture as possible with the IRA.  Reservations still 

add up to a tiny fraction of land Indians used to control. Despite various policies and treaties over the 

years, there remains a "checkerboard" pattern of ownership by tribes, individual Indians, and non-



Indians.  This has created serious jurisdiction and management problems on reservations.   Modern 

Indian policy builds on programs began in the 1930s.  But since the founding of the United States, no 

policy has been found that has been effective for the Indians.  

 

UNIT NARRATIVE:  MIDDLE SCHOOL LEVEL 

 

Part One:  US government Policy toward Indians through the 1930s 

 

The IRA offered a big improvement from previous policy.   So why did many Indians reject it? 

 
 

A Brief History of US Federal Policy regarding Indian tribes 

 

The history of American Indians and the Federal 

Government is messy.  After the Revolutionary War 

ended, The U.S. tried to make all tribes sign treaties.   

Sadly many tribes lost their land. The Indian Removal 

Act of 1830 resulted in the forced movement of all tribes 

from East of the Mississippi River to the West. The 

Cherokee were forcibly removed in 1838 even after 

winning the US Supreme Court case Cherokee Nation v 

Georgia.  If you are an Indian who lived on your land for 

generations, how would you feel about the president of 

the United States encouraging the forced movement of 

your people to a strange new territory?  

 

The passage of the Homestead Act of 1862 and completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869 

increased white settlement into Indian Territory.  This caused the buffalo that many tribes relied on for 

survival to die.  The Great Plains become a battlefield with over 200 battles between tribes and whites 

from 1869 to1877.  By the 1880s, nearly all Indians were dead or forced onto reservations.  In your 

opinion, how would Indians feel about the United States government by the 1880's? 

 

The Allotment Act  

 

In 1887, the Allotment or Dawes Act attempted to take 

remaining Indians and civilize them by breaking up tribes 

and tribal ownership of land. Indians received 160 acres 

of reservation land and were required to give up tribal 

practices.  The U.S. government also promised American 

citizenship and hoped they would eventually assimilate 

into white, farming societies.  Remaining land was sold to 

white settlers.  Indian schools brought Christianity and 

American culture to the tribes.  Many Indian children 

were removed and put in Indian boarding schools.  The 

goal was to “kill the Indian- Save the man.”  At schools 

Indian children were given American names, American 

clothes, and told to speak only in English.  Their hair was cut short.  They could not keep any 

connections to the native tribes or religions.   Missionaries and other government officials wanted to 

make the Indian children into “civilized” Americans and remove all “savage” ways.    



Indian Reorganization Act 

 

Indians were given citizenship in 1924 with the 

Snyder Act.  But the Merriam Report, published in 

1928, showed the U.S. government that previous 

policies had failed since many Indians still lived in 

poverty.  Then, in 1934, the Indian Reorganization 

Act was a major shift in Indian policy.  It was passed 

as part of Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal for 

American Indians.  It ended allotment, allowed 

Indians to own land collectively, restored surplus 

government owned lands to certain tribes, and 

provided for the establishment of tribal governments.  

Indians could obtain government jobs and loans.  

Indians were encouraged to hold tribal festivals and 

even speak native languages. 

 

John Collier, a former social worker, became commissioner of the Bureau of Indian Affairs which 

promoted the IRA. He saw Indian culture as a good thing. Collier also saw to it that more than a quarter 

of all employees for the Bureau of Indian Affairs were Indians. The goal was to improve economic 

conditions among tribes and to permit a return to their communal heritage and life.  The government 

funds were for Indian education, health care and cultural activities.  The IRA returned political authority 

to the tribes and gave them the right to own land collectively.  Many older Indians did not trust the IRA.  

They saw many people lose their land and live in poverty after allotment.  Now, they did not want any 

more changes.   However, the younger generation of Indians supported IRA because they wanted more 

equality with whites.  If you were Indian and your family was moved onto reservations but later told that 

the land was to be divided up, how would you feel about John Collier and the government talking about 

the ideas introduced within the Indian Reorganization Act?  

 

Part Two:  US government Policy toward Indians after  the 1930s 

 

Termination   

 

Indian policy again shifted dramatically in the 1950’s. During this “termination era” the U.S. 

government returned to assimilating Indian tribes into American society.  Congress passed House 

Concurrent Resolution 180 in 1953.  It ended the special relationship between the federal government 

and Indian tribes.  Several reservations were officially terminated.  It was an attempt to break up federal 

trusteeship and support for tribal sovereignty. Over 100 tribes were affected and over a million acres of 

land was removed from trust status.  Furthermore, with the passage of Public Law 280 in 1953, states 

gained control of land in Indian Country, and the federal government limited its involvement in Indian 

affairs.  This law created a lot of confusion and problems for Indian people.   

 

Indian Self Determination and Education Assistance Act 

  

During the 1960’s young Indians formed the American Indian Movement (AIM) and protested against 

the U.S. government.  They demanded the federal government follow through on its treaty promises.  In 

the 1970’s, the federal government was again promoting Indian culture and self-government.  The 

Indian Self Determination and Education Assistance Act of 1975 gave all state governments the 

opportunity to contract with federal agencies for services previously provided by the federal 



government.  Shortly after its passage, several tribes which had been terminated in the 1950’s mounted 

efforts to restore their sovereign nations using the Indian Self Determination and Education Assistance 

Act and other available authority.  

 

In 1977, the Confederated Tribes of Siletz in Oregon was the second tribe in the nation to achieve 

restoration. They were followed by the Cow Creek Band of Umpqua Tribe in 1982, the Confederated 

Tribes of Grand Ronde in 1983, and the Confederated Tribes of Coos, Lower Umpqua and Siuslaw in 

1984, the Klamath Tribes in 1986 and the Coquille in 1989. 

 

 
  

Congress passed the Indian Gaming 

Regulatory Act of 1988, and gave Indian 

tribes the right to open gambling casinos on 

their reservations.  This law reflects a 

renewed special relationship between the 

U.S. government and Indian tribes.  Indian 

casinos have brought millions of dollars to 

some reservations but many tribes without 

casinos continue to live in poverty. 

 

Since the United States was founded as a 

nation, no policy has been found to be 

effective for the Indians.  If you were Indian, 

how would you feel about the various rules, 



laws, and promises made by the U.S. government? 

 

Native Americans always had a special relationship with the Federal government.  Reservations have 

been like a state within a state.  Native Americans have had legal rights to such activities as fishing and 

running of casinos.  Why?  How would you feel if one group had special treatment that no other group 

could benefit from? 

 

Sources 

 

Beckham, Stephen Dow, ed.  Oregon Indians:  Voices from Two Centuries (2006) 
This is an insightful and interesting set of primary sources which provides details and background on relations 

between Indians and various treaties over the years.  We found this source very comprehensive on the pros and 

cons of the IRA among Indian tribes. 

 

Biolsi, Thomas.  Organizing the Lakota:  The Political economy of the New Deal on the Pine Ridge and 

Rosebud Reservations (1998). 
A Professor of Native American Studies at UCLA, Tom Biolsi is an anthropologist by training.  His scholarly 

interests are primarily in the areas of tribal governments, Indian-White relations, and Indian law and policy.   The 

focus of this book is the impact of the IRA on this particular tribe.   It contains excellent primary sources. 

 

Brinkley, Alan.  American History: A Survey  11th edition, (2003):  721. 
This is a standard college-level textbook.   It is a comprehensive account of American History. 

 

Cornell, Stephen. The Return of the Native: American Indian Political Resurgence. New York, New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1988. Print. 
This book explains the initial idealism behind the Indian Reorganization Act and the subsequent limiting put in 

place by the federal government.  It also explains some of the internal difficulties faced by tribes in the years 

following acceptance of the IRA. 

 

Garland, Hamlin. “Reform the Reservation System.” The Indian Reservation System. Ed. Terry O’Neill. 

San Diego, California: Greenhaven, Inc., 2002. 82-95. Print. 
This essay excerpt was particularly useful in explaining the plight of the American Indian due to the allotment 

policy. 

 

Hilliard, Sam B., and Dan Irwin. “Map Supplement Number Sixteen: Indian Land Cessions.” Annals of 

the Association of America Geographers. 62.2 (1972): 374. JSTOR. Web. 15 March 2011.  

< www.jstor.org/stable/info/2569410>. 
This map shows the steady shrinking of Indian lands over four centuries and does a fantastic job of visually 

representing the effects that US government policy had on the American Indians.   

 

 

Nabokov, Peter Native American Testimony  (1998). 
Nabokov is a professor of American Indian Studies at UCLA. This is an insightful and interesting site which 

provides details and background on relations between Indians and various treaties over the years.  We found this 

source very comprehensive on the pros and cons of the IRA among Indian tribes.   

 

The Oregon Blue Book (2011). 
This is Oregon's official almanac.  It is celebrating its' 100th anniversary in 2011.   It has been published 

biannually and contains information about our government, economy, cities, and the 9 federally-recognized tribes. 

 

Oberg, Michael Leroy, Native America:  A History  (2010) 



 

Prucha, Francis Paul. The Great Father. Abridged ed. Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 

1984. Print. 
This source served as a great overall resource to explain the Indian Reorganization Act. 

 

Photo/Map Credits: 

 

Trail of Tears (http://notatlanta.org/images/trailoftears.jpg). 

Arizona Indian School (http://www.archaeology.org/online/features/phoenix/jpegs/phoenix4.jpeg). 

Indian Reorganization Act (http://aphistory2010.yolasite.com/resources/img0124.jpg). 

Reduction in Native American Lands Over Time (http://maptd.com/reduction-in-native-american-lands-

over-time/). 

Indian Casinos Map (http://puttingzone.com/graphics/IndianMapsImages/IndianCasinosMapNIGA.gif). 
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INDIAN REORGANIZATION ACT: LESSON PLAN 
 

Subject: U.S. History  

 

Appropriate Grade Level(s): 8th or 10th grade  

 

Oregon Social Studies State Standards:  

 Identify and give examples of chronological patterns and recognize them in related events over 

time.  

 Understand the effects of Indian Wars and the opening of the West on Native American tribes.  

 

Topic: The interaction between western civilizations and the Native American Population as told 

through the perspective of the Native Americans. The larger unit is a study of the Indian Reorganization 

Act and it’s impact on Native American culture in the broader context of the relationship between the 

Native American people and the government of the United States.  

 

Goal:  Students will be able to think differently about Manifest Destiny, Western Expansion, and the 

impact it had on the people who were already living on the land.  

 

Lesson Objective:  

 Students will be able to study events over a period of time that lead to an understanding of the 

continuity of change in the Native American culture and society through contact with western 

civilization.  

 Students will be able to identify Native American Perspectives on nature, people, western 

civilization, and American society.  

 Students will be able to empathize with Native Americans and see the world from the 

perspective of a conquered society.  

 

List of Materials:   

 Ortiz, Simon, ed. The People Shall Continue. 2nd. San Francisco, CA: Children's Book Press, 

1988.  

 Projector  

 Document Scanner  

 

Activities:  

1. Read the story out loud to the class (3 variations). 

a. Teacher-directed with stops to discuss key questions.  

b. Teacher-directed with no stops to discuss key questions.  

c. Teacher initiates reading to set tone and invites student readers to read aloud to the class.  

2. Discuss key questions with class, facilitating ethical and philosophical debate. 

3. Have students do one assessment/reflection activity from the list of possible evaluation tasks.  

 

Key questions....  

1. What was The People’s relationship with nature? (pgs 2-3)  

2. What was The People’s relationship with each other? (pgs 4-5)  

3. How did The People view Europeans and other visitors? (pgs 6-11)  

4. What was the motivation for The People to fight? (pgs 12-13)  



5. If the “Earth is the source of all life” what message was sent to The People when they were given 

poor lands? What do you think they would feel about this new reality? (pgs 14-15)  

6. Why would the government move children to different schools away from their homes? stop 

their ceremonies? stop their dances? stop their songs? (pgs 16-17)  

7. How did the People remember who they were? (pgs 18-21)  

8. What was the message of The People after all they have been through? Is this a message of hope 

or despair? Unity or division? Bitterness or patience? (pgs 22-23)  

 

Evaluation:  3 options for formative assessment activities....  

 

1. Students can write a paper reflecting on their views of Native Americans. Were they treated 

fairly through time? What was lost? What could be done, if anything, to repair the damage to 

their culture?  

2. Students could create a timeline of events in sequential order or a story book. The events 

correlate with the major turning points in history books however dates and specific names are 

absent. Students could look for the turning points in the history book and look to see which ones 

would connect to which pages in the story.  

3. Students could extend their learning by researching other Native American mythology stories 

and storytelling in order to further develop a sense of how information is conveyed and 

communicated in Native American culture. Why is storytelling an effective tool? Compare and 

contrast the strengths and weaknesses of Native American storytelling style vs. U.S. History 

books.  

 

 



INDIAN REORGANIZATION ACT: LESSON PLAN 

 

Subject: U.S. History 

 

Appropriate Grade Level(s): 10-12 

 

Topic:  Indian Reorganization Act, Relationship between the U.S. government and Native American 

tribes 

 

Goal:  Understand the diversity of opinion among Native American people in regard to the IRA after the 

IRA was approved.    

 

Lesson Objective:   
o Analyze primary source documents to develop an understanding of how people felt about the 

IRA 

o Evaluate the successes and the failures of the IRA 

o Consider multiple perspectives on the topic of the IRA 

 

List of Materials:   
o Primary Source Reading from Peter Nabokov’s Native American Testimony, p.327-329 

o Guided Reading Worksheet  

 

Activities:   
This lesson is designed to be taught within a unit on the Indian Reorganization Act, the relationship 

between Native Americans and the U.S. government, or a unit on the Reservation system.  It is 

assumed that students have already know about the I.R.A. was and how it was a break from previous 

U.S. policies. 

 

1. Teacher leads a review/discussion about the I.R.A., using the following guiding questions: 

a. What was the IRA? 

b. How was it different from past policies that shaped the relationship between the U.S. 

government and Native American tribes? 

c. Do we know if it was a success?  What do you think the successes and failures were? 

2. The following reading is a primary source account from two different Native Americans about their 

perspective on the IRA.  As you read, make sure to do the following: 

a. Underline 3 key points/main ideas within the document 

b. Put a star next to any passages you find confusing, or any passages that bring up more 

questions 

3. After reading, fill out the accompanying analysis sheet. 

4. After students complete above activities, debrief the following: 

a. What key ideas did you identify from the reading, especially focus on the successes and 

failures of the IRA. 

b. What questions did you have? Were there any confusing parts of the reading? What were 

they? 

c. Overall, does it sound like the IRA was a success?  A partial success? Or a complete failure? 

(have students give a thumbs up/to the side/or down as an indicator) Ask people from each 

category for a response. 

 

 



Scaffolding:  

As students are reading, circulate (or form reading groups) and check for understanding.  Check what 

students star in their readings and help students out with confusing passages, especially if they are key to 

understanding the accounts. You may choose to preview the reading and list some vocabulary words on 

the board.   

 

Evaluation:  Collect students OPVL worksheets.  You may need to debrief/re-teach certain sections 

(especially how to read for value or limitation). 

 



GUIDED READING WORKSHEET 

 

Origin 
1. When were these accounts recorded? 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Who was interviewed, what was each person’s 

occupation, and what tribe were they from? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. How could the time period of these accounts affect how 

you read these accounts? 

Purpose 
1. Why do you think these accounts were recorded? Why 

would historians be interested in these accounts? 

 

Value 
1. What were the key differences in opinion between the 

two sources?  Be specific, why did one person support 

the IRA and one person oppose it? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Do you think the occupation of the two interviewees 

might influence their view of the IRA? If so, how? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. As a historian, what can you learn from this document?  

What are the key learnings you can take away?  

Limitation 
1. What questions do these sources bring up? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What perspectives are left out?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. If you were going to pursue this topic further, what 

would you try to find out? 

 

 



INDIAN REORGANIZATION ACT: Poker Jim Lesson Plan 
 

Subject:  U.S. History 

Topic:  Native American Policy 

Appropriate Grade Level(s):  8-12
th

 

 

Time Required:  1-2 periods 

 

Oregon Social Studies State Standards: 

History 4—core standard: Interpret historical perspective through personal, local, state, tribal, national 

and global narratives. 

HS 12 Construct and defend a written historical argument using relevant primary and secondary sources 

as evidence. 

 

Lesson Question:  Did the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) have a positive or negative effect on 

American Indians? 

 

Goal:  To develop in students an understanding of the merits of the IRA compared to earlier US policies 

toward Indians. 

 

Lesson Objective(s): 

1. To use close reading of a historical document for clues about Indian attitudes toward the IRA and 

toward earlier policies. 

2. To predict in writing what happened to US government policy toward Indians after the IRA 

policy in the 1930s. 

3. To respect the experiences of Indians over time. 

4. To recognize change over time in US policy toward Indians. 

 

List of Materials: 

1. Photos of Umatilla Indians in Pendleton from the 1890s-1930s (see powerpoint slideshow). 

2. Document:  Poker Jim Letter 

3. Document:  Debate over IRA 

4. Background Narrative on the IRA 

5. For further documentation: 

 http://public.csusm.edu/nadp/ (photo collections) 

 http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/ (photo collections) 

 http://www.loc.gov (maps, congressional testimony, legislation) 

 

Activities: 

1. Read the topic question together. 

2. Discuss what students already know about US policy toward Indians (KWL). 

3. Read as a class the background narrative on the IRA. 

4. Ask:  If you were an Indian chief, what attitude might you have toward the IRA? 

5. Write student answers on the whiteboard in pairs or groups.  Share out. 

6. Look at slideshow on the Umatilla Indians.  Have a casual conversation about what life was like 

for the Umatilla Indians based on the photos. 

7. Have students in pairs (or read out loud) the Pro and Con statements.  Share out. 

8. Hand out Poker Jim letter.  Discuss vocabulary (allotment, trust).  Read letter out loud. 

http://public.csusm.edu/nadp/
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/
http://www.loc.gov/


9. Ask pairs or groups to fill in SOAPS graphic organizer on the Poker Jim letter.  Share out, 

calling on student groups randomly.  Fill in a class SOAPS (using a projector). 

10. Ask class:  How does this letter correlate to the information in the IRA background essay?  Have 

small groups or pairs discuss then share out. 

11. Ask the class:  What do you imagine happened to US government policy toward the Indians over 

time?  In the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, present day?  Discuss in pairs and share out. 

12. After pair or group discussion, have students write a paragraph arguing their predictions and 

why, using evidence from the letters and the narrative.  If time, have students share out. 

13. Hand out Part Two of the IRA Background Narrative.  What do students notice about what 

happened in the second half of the 20
th

 century?  Why do they think this happened? 

 

Scaffolding: 

 White boards 

 Pairing 

 Think, pair, share 

 Vocabulary review 

 Images as well as text 

 Graphic organizer 

 Background narrative to support documents 

 

Evaluation:  Group/pair participation, SOAPS organizer, final reflective paragraph. 

 

 



 
 



 
 



 

 
 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 





  

SOAPS Questions to Ask Responses 

Subject 

What is the topic?   
What information does 

it contain? What is 
included, what is left 

out? What is the 
source of the 
information? 

How accurate or 
reliable to you think 
the information is? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Occasion 

When and where?  
What is important 
about the time and 

place? 

 

Audience 

Who is the target of 
the information or the 

message? 

 

Purpose 

What point is trying to 
be made?  What is 
trying to be proven?  

Why was this created? 

 

Speaker 

Who made this? 
Is the “author” credible 

(or biased)? 

 



Images of Umatilla Indians
in Pendleton, Oregon

1890s to 1920s



Two Crying Umatilla babies 
tied to cradleboards and 
propped up against a lattice 
fence.

http://libweb.uoregon.edu/speccoll/photo/Pendleton/fmoorhouse.html



Umatilla Girl 1910 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/displayPhoto.pl?path=/award/iencurt/ct08&topImages=ct08031
r.jpg&topLinks=ct08031v.jpg&m856s=$fct08031&displayProfile=1



Pendleton Round-Up, 1900

http://content.lib.washington.edu/loc/image/NA1439.jpg



Fish Hawk - a famous Umatilla Indian, 
between 1890 and 1910

http://gesswhoto.com/fish-hawk.html



Students at the Umatilla Indian school, 1890s

http://www.trailtribes.org/umatilla/content/umaschoolmoorhouse.jpg



Umatilla school, Umatilla Indian 
Reservation, Oregon, 1890s

http://learning.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/features/election/voters8.html



INDIAN REORGANIZATION ACT: DRAMA SCRIPT 

 

Introduction:  Much of the dialogue in this drama is paraphrased from historical records and written 

correspondence between individuals.  This dramatic moment follows Antonio Luhan as he travels 

across the Southwestern United States visiting several American Indian tribes. Luhan’s goal is to spread 

the word about the Indian Reorganization Act and to hopefully get the tribes to vote to accept the IRA. 

The American Indian tribes are often split in their reaction to the IRA, with the split occurring between 

the younger and older generations. 

 

List of Characters: 

 

Antonio Luhan: A member of the Taos Pueblo nation. Antonio worked with John Collier to help 

develop and promote the Indian Reorganization Act. 

John Collier: Commissioner of Indian Affairs from 1933-1945. Strongly believed the American Indian 

culture should be preserved, not destroyed. Collier helped to write the Indian Reorganization Act in 

response to the dismal state of American Indians revealed by the Meriam Report in 1926. 

Fred Kabokie: A member of the Hopi nation. 

Chief: A chief in the Hopi nation. 

Old Tribe Members 1, 2, 3, and 4: The older members of the tribes tended to oppose the Indian 

Reorganization Act. 

Young Tribe Members 1, 2, 3, and 4: The younger members of the tribes tended to favor the Indian 

Reorganization Act. 

Narrator 
 

Scene 1: 

 Narrator 

 John Collier 

 Antonio Luhan 

 

Narrator: 

In 1934, Congress passed the Wheeler-Howard Act, more commonly known as the Indian 

Reorganization Act or the Indian New Deal. Each tribe had to choose whether or not to accept the 

provisions of the act.  The decision weighed heavily on tribes around the nation. Supporters of the IRA 

saw is as a dramatic change, restoring Indian culture and lands, and wanted desperately to convince 

tribes to approve, a difficult task given the history of mistrust, broken promises, and deceit.  

 

Sitting around a table, Collier and Luhan are having a discussion.   

 

Collier: 

I can’t figure it out, Antonio. This bill will help the Indians! Why are they resisting me so much? 

 

Luhan: 
John, you must realize that for the past four hundred years, the Indians have not had good experiences 

when they make deals with the government. The government hasn’t kept many of its promises. Don’t 

you remember? Kill the Indian, save the man? The government has attacked our people for years. 

Winning them over now is not going to be easy. You can’t undo the past Mr. Collier.  

 

Collier: 
That is what I want to change with this! I know we can’t change the past, but things could be different! 



This bill can fix things.  

 

Luhan: 

I know this. You don’t have to convince me. Others, however, cannot see that. There is no trust left.  

 

Collier: 
So what can we do? How can we convince the tribes that this will help them? 

 

Luhan: 

Well, they haven’t listened to you. What if someone else went? 

 

Scene 2: 

 Narrator 

 Antonio Luhan 

 Fred Kabokie 

 Chief 

 

Luhan in pickup, driving. 

 

Narrator: 

In a beat-up pickup, Antonio Luhan travelled the Southwest and the West Coast for months during 1934. 

Wearing long braids and a black trench coat, he didn’t look like most of the government representatives 

the tribes saw.  In fact, he wasn’t a government agent in any official capacity. Collier’s travels and 

discussions had a purpose rooted deep in his perceptions of the history of his people. He strongly 

believed commissioner John Collier wanted to mend the weary relationship between the U.S. 

Government and Native American tribes.  On a hot day in August, Luhan went to the Snake Dance, a 

ceremony where many Hopi residents of Chimopavi were gathered. 

 

Luhan approaches Fred Kabokie, standing on the outskirts of the circle of observers. 

 

Luhan: 

Hello. I have come on behalf of John Collier. How can I arrange a meeting with the people here about 

the Wheeler-Howard bill?  

 

Kabokie: 

I don’t know if it is possible, but the chief is there.  You’ll have to talk to him. 

 

Luhan: 

Thank you. 

 

Turns and walks to the chief 

Luhan: 

Hello, I am Antonio Luhan. I am here to ask if I can arrange a meeting about the Wheeler-Howard Act 

that was passed recently. 

 

Chief: 

Do you have the right to come here and do that kind of work? 

 

 



Luhan: 

I am not sent here by the government, but I do have the bill that was written by Collier and he has given 

me authority to talk to you about it. It is his signature on the bill.  

 

Chief: skeptically 

I will call a meeting. Come back this evening. It will be cooler then. 

 

Luhan: 

Thank you. 

 

Luhan and the chief leave the stage in separate directions.  

 

Scene 3: 

 Antonio Luhan 

 Old Tribe Member 1 

 Young Tribe Member 2 

 

Luhan stands to address group gathered, sitting on the ground. 

 

Luhan: 

Thank you for letting me speak to you tonight. I have to tell you about a decision you will have to make 

soon.  I want you to know about what the Wheeler-Howard Act will mean for you. I will explain what 

the bill will do if you accept it, then it will be up to you. I know it is not easy to convince you to trust the 

government of white people; but this is a new idea I am bringing to you now. In past times, the 

government tried to make white people out of us.  They have tried to force us to live in different ways 

through schools and things, but it looks like they have turned around and are giving us back to our own 

Indian ways.  This bill will help us to do that.  

 

Look ahead to our future. You will see that maybe some time in the future the government might 

continue to allot Indian lands to individual Indians, and the lands will get smaller and smaller, and soon 

you could be left with nothing. This bill will help you to save your lands. 

 

A lot of outsiders would tell you not to take this bill, for this bill is no good for white people. I know no 

white man came here and told you this bill is good, like I come to tell you. I am an Indian myself. This 

bill will let us control our lands; and this bill will give us self-government.  

 

Old Tribe Member 1: rises and interrupts  

How do we know this will happen? I ask you how many times have we been promised improvement of 

our condition by the white government? Even if we actually won this authority Mr. Collier promises, I 

would feel like a child who would get lost when his guide left him. After we have been shut out of 

governing, what do we know about self-government? 

 

Some members nodding  

 

Young Tribe Member 1: sitting, raises his voice and dismissively addresses Old Tribe member 1 

And what are we now in relation to the white man? You are a child of the white man’s government just 

like me. We don’t have control our lands or our people but what they let us have. 

 

 Tribe members exit scene, leaving Luhan again sitting in his truck. Luhan drives to another tribe. 



Scene 4: 

 Antonio Luhan 

 Young Tribe Member 2 

 Old Tribe Member 2 

 

Tribe members and Luhan are seated around a table. 

 

Luhan:  

We’ve got a real friend in John Collier. He really likes Indians. This bill will build a wall around us, to 

help protect us so that no white man or grafter can come inside and take away our land or religion, 

which are connected together.   

 

Young tribe Member 2: rises 

He is telling the truth.  Our white neighbors are always looking in. In time, they always see things they 

want.  When white people see something they want on our land, the government helps them to get it.  

With this bill, it seems like the government will be required to help us, not take advantage of us 

anymore.  

 

Tribe Members exit scene; Luhan is back in truck.   

 

Scene 5: 

 Antonio Luhan 

 Old Tribe Member 3 

 Young Tribe Member 3 

 

Two tribe members stand, talking to Luhan.  

 

Luhan:  

Under this plan, our lands will belong to the tribes again, so we can protect them forever. We will never 

sell off land for next to nothing. We won’t need to worry about being cheated.  

 

Old Tribe Member 3: 

It is too late for this plan. Indian lands use to be vast, and we could all live on the lands and use the 

lands.  They have taken that from us. All I have is my land. I have my allotment, and it does not belong 

to the white man or to the Indian; it belongs me and to my family.     

 

Luhan and tribe members exit. Luhan is back in his truck.  

 

Scene 6: 

 Narrator 

 Antonio Luhan 

 Old Tribe Members 3 and 4 

 Young Tribe Members 3 and 4 

 

Luhan sits for a final meeting with all tribe members. They are all seated on the ground.  

 

Old Tribe Member 4: raises his voice, talking to Luhan 

You seem to forget the past, and what the government has promised us again and again. I remember they 

told us we would be the same as white men within ten years, but time passed. I was closer to becoming a 



horse than to becoming a white man. My people ate oats. We ate frozen potatoes. Tell me, is there any 

place where white men have eaten oats like horses? And now they tell us about his wonderful thing they 

are doing for us, and how they were wrong before. Now you believe that they are right?  You have 

forgotten; you have not seen what I have seen. 

 

Luhan: 

I want to tell you a story. When I buried my grandmother I could not even do it in our way. I was made 

to give her a Christian burial. Even in death, we have not been allowed to be Indians. There is nothing 

that they can do that will make up for the past, but this bill will let us be who we want. It will not only 

preserve our lands, but preserve our religion, preserve our culture, and preserve our languages. No 

matter what happens we need to hold on to our way of life. We have two futures to choose from. We can 

go on, the way we have for years, and our future will be determined by the government; or we can 

choose a future determined by ourselves through self-government and our own culture. That is what is at 

stake here. This is your decision to make. I have said all I can say to convince you. 

   

Luhan stays seated.  Tribe members pause and leave one by one.  

 

Narrator: 
In the end, of the 263 recognized tribes in the United States of America, only 181 voted to accept the 

Indian Reorganization Act. After 15 years, many of these tribes had taken advantage of the money 

loaned by the federal government and had worked to start farms, build factories, and improve living 

conditions on tribal lands. 

 

Within 20 years the U.S. government changed course yet again. In the 1950’s, the policy of termination 

began. The government felt that many tribes no longer needed assistance in the form of education, health 

care, and other support. Termination only was only completely applied to a handful of tribes, but when 

the government stopped providing this support, the living conditions for those affected deteriorated 

rapidly. 

 

The interactions between the U.S. government and Native American tribes are complex.  Determining 

the effects that each policy has had on this relationship is nearly impossible. One remaining legacy of 

the IRA, however, was the official validation and preservation of Indian cultures.  Throughout a history 

of hardship and persecution Native American cultural identity has survived; and the IRA at its core was 

an effort aid in that survival.   

 




