
W ilm a M ankiller, Principal C hief o f  the C herokee N ation, is leaving office this year. 
S h e  h a d  h e l d  position  for ten  years. She was elected D eputy C hief in 1983 and took over
o r  C h ie f Ross Sw im m er in 1985, then was elected to tw o four-year term s. She was elected as 

A lpha D elta  K appa's International W om an o f D istinction fo r 1989 and will give the keynote 
address at this year' s International Convention in San Francisco.

M ankiller first w ent to w ork for the C herokee N ation  in 1977, and has held jobs in 
several areas, including econom ic and com m unity developm ent. She has been C h ief during 
th ree  U nited  States presidential adm inistrations. D uring h e r tim e in office, the tribe has added 
th ree health  centers, nine youth  program s, and a new  Job C orps C enter 
i s  s o o n  d u e  f o rcompletion. "I've  had such a large variety o f  experiences," she said. The C h ief has been so 
busy  fo r so long, she says, that there has been no tim e to reflect. Throughout h e r full career 
and  life stages, she has know n several outstanding teachers and recognized their w orth  

W hen  W ilm a M ankiller was a child, living near w here she lives now  on  M a n k il le r  
F la ts , near T ah lequah , O klahom a, her favorite teacher w as a young wom an nam ed Christie, 
w ho w as m arried  to a  C herokee. Like m any rural com m unities, there was a one-room  school 
house a t that tim e, w here C hristie  taught all o f  the subjects. C hristie had a television,
M ank ille r rem em bers, and she and her brothers loved to w alk  to her house to w atch "That
w as the firs t tim e I saw  television," M ankiller said.

F o r M ankiller and for all o f  us, "teacher" can  m ean teachers in school and non-institu- 
tional teachers in life. Teacher can  m ean counselor, instructo r and friend. T here w ere several 
teachers M ankiller encountered in San Francisco, am ong them  storytellers, educators, m ili
tants and  keepers o f  m edicine who made a profound im pression on  her. One o f  the reasons  
they w ere  so effective, she said, is that they were "part o f  the com m unity ." She recalled 

S i m o n , a poet who taught English  and w riting  and w ould play drum s and m usic for the s t u -  
den ts . A  stellar teacher w ith w hom  M ankiller w orked is  B ill W ahpepah. T ogether, they  
founded  the A m erican Indian Com m unity School in O akland. W ith  Bill, she said, it w as "all  
abou t love. H e was alw ays there for the kids and had unconditional love for them ."

E ducation in the Cherokee N ation has changed in m any ways since W ilm a M ankiller  
w as b o m . In  m any w ays, she said, it is m uch the sam e. H er childhood, one-room  school is 
now  K -8 w ith about 125 students and a bus service. T here  are m ore teachers and m ore C hero- 
kees teaching in the school system . A Cherokee w om an is principal o f  a school in neighboring 
S tilw ell. "There is m ore sensitivity to Cherokee h istory  and cu lture," M ankiller said.

"There is a g rea ter use o f  technology" in the schools, M ankiller said. Students are able 
to  connect to the w orld  through com puters. "The w orld  is m uch larger for the students," she 
said . C om puters are  introduced at an early  age in H ead Start.  

T he aw ard-w inning H ead Start p rogram  in T ah lequah  is directed by V erna Thom pson, 
recen tly  nam ed N ational H ead S tart D irector. T hom pson is a  ste lla r and  innovative ed u ca to r 
M an k ille r has enjoyed w orking w ith during her term . A  c ircu lar group o f  houses m akes up  theHead Start Children's Village. 

D ifferent age levels participate , so children do not have to  
leave the village until they are older. The village, w hich opened about four years ago, has its 
ow n  garden . The C herokee syllabary, the phonetic alphabet o f  the Cherokee language, is 
in troduced  in H ead Start. C hildren  start using com puters very  early. A t first they tend to 
s ta rt ou t ju s t "banging them  on and off" and w riting out their nam es, M ankiller said. Soon, 

though , it becom es second hand and they have the skills fo r w hich the program  was nam ed 
M an k ille r said the H ead S tart P rogram  and the C h ild ren ’s V illage have attracted visitors from  
ta r  and  w ide, who are  alw ays im pressed.


