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DISCOVERING
HERITAGE
THROUGH
LETTERS: THE
MAGIC OF D IS FOR
DRUM A NATIVE
AMERICAN
ALPHABET

I n  a  w o r l d  w h e r e
stor ies  shape  our
understanding  of  the
past,  few  books  carry
the  weight  of  cultural
education quite like D
Is For Drum A Native
American  Alphabet.
This beautifully crafted

children's book, written
by  Michael  Shoulders
and  i l lustrated  by
Debbie  Shibuya,  takes
r e a d e r s  o n  a n
unforgettable  journey
t h r o u g h  N a t i v e
American  history,
traditions,  and  values.
Ins tead  o f  s imp ly
teaching the ABCs, this
book wraps each letter
in  layers  of  meaning,
offering  young  readers
and  adul ts  a l ike  a
chance to connect with
Indigenous  cultures  in
a respectful, engaging,
and  memorable  way.
The title itself  calls to
m i n d  t h e  s t e a d y
heartbeat of a drum, a
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symbol  that  resonates
deeply  across  many
N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n
communities.  In  this
article, we will explore
the  richness  of  this
book,  its  educational
significance,  the
cultural  stories  behind
each letter, and why it
remains  an  essential
resource  for  teaching
diversity and heritage.

THE HEARTBEAT
OF THE BOOK:
WHAT MAKES D IS
FOR DRUM A
NATIVE AMERICAN
ALPHABET SPECIAL

At  first  glance,  D  Is
For  Drum  A  Native
American  Alphabet
might  appear  to  be a
standard  alphabet
book. But a closer look
reveals  a  carefully
curated  collection  of
symbols,  figures,  and
c o n c e p t s  t h a t
represent  the  diverse

cultures  of  Nat ive
American  peoples.
Each  letter  introduces
a  word  tha t  ho lds
cultural  significance,
from "A is for Apache"
to "Z is for Zuni." The
book  does  not  simply
list  words;  it  explains
their  meaning  and
context,  making  it  an
educational  tool  that
fosters  understanding
a n d  r e s p e c t .  T h e
illustrations  are  rich
with  color  and  detail,
depicting  traditional
clothing, tools, dances,
and  landscapes.  What
makes this book stand
out is  its  commitment
to  authenticity.  The
author  consulted  with
N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n
e d u c a t o r s  a n d
historians  to  ensure
that  the  content  was
accurate and culturally
s e n s i t i v e .  T h i s
attention  to  detai l
t r a n s f o r m s  t h e
alphabet into a bridge
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between  generations
and  backgrounds.

How the
Alphabet
Becomes
a Cultural
Journey
When children open D
Is For Drum A Native
American  Alphabet,
t h e y  a r e  n o t  j u s t
learning  letters;  they
are  stepping  into  a
world  of  storytelling.
T h e  l e t t e r  D ,  f o r
example,  stands  for
D r u m ,  b u t  t h e
accompanying  text
explains  how  drums
a r e  u s e d  i n
c e r e m o n i e s ,
ce lebrat ions,  and
storytelling.  The  drum
i s  n o t  j u s t  a n
instrument;  i t  is  a

symbol  of  community
and  communication.
S imi la r ly ,  P  i s  fo r
Powwow,  a  gathering
that  brings  people
together  to  dance,
s i n g ,  a n d  h o n o r
traditions.  Each  entry
is  a  mini- lesson  in
cultural  appreciation.
The book covers  well-
known  tribes  like  the
Cheyenne and Navajo,
as well as lesser-known
but  equally  important
groups.  This  breadth
h e l p s  c h i l d r e n
understand that Native
American  cultures  are
not  monolithic  but
r ich ly  var ied.  The
alphabetical  structure
makes the information
easy  to  digest,  while
t h e  d e t a i l e d
illustrations  provide
v i s u a l  c u e s  t h a t
deepen understanding.

EXPLORING KEY
LETTERS AND
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THEIR CULTURAL
MEANINGS

Let  us  take  a  closer
look  at  some  of  the
standout  entries  in  D
Is For Drum A Native
American  Alphabet.
These  examples  show
how the  book weaves
e d u c a t i o n  w i t h
storytell ing.

A is for Apache
– The Apache
people are
known for their
resilience and
rich history. The
book introduces
children to their
traditional way of
life, including
their homes and
hunting
practices.
D is for Drum –
As the title
suggests, the
drum is central
to many Native
American
cultures. It

represents the
heartbeat of
Mother Earth and
is used in
ceremonies to
connect with the
spirit world.
K is for Kachina
– This entry
introduces the
Hopi tradition of
Kachina dolls,
which are used
to teach children
about deities and
spiritual beings.
The dolls are
works of art and
carriers of
cultural
knowledge.
P is for
Powwow –
Powwows are
vibrant
gatherings where
people celebrate
their heritage
through dance,
music, and food.
The book
explains the
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different types of
dances and their
meanings.
T is for Totem
Pole – Totem
poles are carved
monuments that
tell stories of
families, clans,
and spiritual
beliefs. The book
helps children
understand that
these are not just
decorations but
historical
records.

E a c h  e n t r y  i s
accompanied  by  a
sidebar  or  additional
text  that  provides
d e e p e r  c o n t e x t ,
m a k i n g  t h e  b o o k
suitable for a range of
ages. Younger children
can enjoy the rhyming
tex t  and  co l o r f u l
pictures,  while  older
readers can absorb the
detailed cultural notes.

THE EDUCATIONAL
VALUE OF D IS FOR
DRUM A NATIVE
AMERICAN
ALPHABET

Teachers  and  parents
alike have praised D Is
For  Drum  A  Native
American  Alphabet
f o r  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o
introduce  complex
cultural  topics  in  an
age-appropriate  way.
In  classrooms,  the
b o o k  s e r v e s  a s  a
s p r i n g b o a r d  f o r
discussions  about
diversity,  history,  and
respect  for  Indigenous
p e o p l e s .  T h e
alphabetical  format
m a k e s  i t  e a s y  t o
incorporate into lesson
plans,  whether  as  a
daily  read-aloud or  as
part of a unit on Native
American  studies.  The
b o o k  a l s o  h e l p s
counteract stereotypes
b y  p r e s e n t i n g
accurate,  nuanced
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portrayals  of  Native
American  l i fe .  For
example,  instead  of
f o c u s i n g  o n l y  o n
historical  events,  the
book  highlights  living
traditions, showing that
N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n
cultures  are  vibrant
and  ongoing.  This  is
crucial  for  helping
children  develop  a
b a l a n c e d
unders tand ing  o f
h i s t o r y  a n d
contemporary  l i fe.

Using the
Book as a
Teaching
Tool
Educators often use D
Is For Drum A Native
American  Alphabet
t o  t e a c h  n o t  j u s t
l e t t e r s ,  b u t  a l s o
cultural  literacy.  Here

are  some  ways  the
book can be integrated
into learning:

Alphabet1.
Practice –
Younger children
can practice
letter recognition
while learning
new words
related to Native
American
culture.
Cultural2.
Studies – Each
letter opens a
door to a new
topic, from tribal
names to
traditional crafts,
allowing for
deeper research
projects.
Art Projects –3.
After reading
about Kachinas
or totem poles,
children can
create their own
art inspired by
the traditions.
Discussion4.
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Starters – The
book encourages
questions about
history, identity,
and the
importance of
preserving
cultural heritage.
Cross-5.
Curricular
Connections –
Topics like
geography,
history, and
social studies
can be woven
into lessons
based on the
book.

The book also includes
a  g l o s s a r y  a n d
pronunciation  guide,
which  are  invaluable
for  teachers  who may
not be familiar with the
terms. This attention to
usability  makes  it  a
favorite in both school
l ibraries  and  home
bookshelves.

THE PEOPLE
BEHIND THE BOOK:
AUTHOR AND
ILLUSTRATOR

Understanding  the
background  of  D  Is
For  Drum  A  Native
American  Alphabet
adds  another  layer  of
appreciat ion.  The
a u t h o r ,  M i c h a e l
S h o u l d e r s ,  i s  a n
experienced  educator
and  writer  who  has
c r e a t e d  s e v e r a l
a l p h a b e t  b o o k s
focused on history and
cu l tu re .  H i s  work
reflects  a  deep
commitment to making
learning accessible and
e n g a g i n g .  T h e
il lustrator,  Debbie
Shibuya,  brings  the
text to life with warm,
detailed  artwork  that
honors  the  traditions
s h e  d e p i c t s .  H e r
illustrations  are  not
gener ic ;  they  a re
researched  to  reflect
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specific  tribal  styles
a n d  p r a c t i c e s .
Together,  Shoulders
and  Sh ibuya  have
created a book that is
both  beautiful  and
m e a n i n g f u l .  T h e
collaborative  effort
e n s u r e s  t h a t  t h e
content  is  not  only
educational  but  also
r e s p e c t f u l .  I n
interviews,  Shoulders
has  emphasized  the
importance of  working
with  Native  American
advisors  to  ensure
accuracy,  and  that
dedication  shows  on
every  page.

WHY THIS BOOK
MATTERS IN
TODAY’S WORLD

I n  a n  e r a  w h e n
conversations  about
cultural  representation
and  inclusivity  are
more  important  than
ever, D Is For Drum A
Native  American
Alphabet  serves as a

m o d e l  f o r  h o w  t o
approach  sensitive
topics  with  care  and
respect. The book does
not  shy  away  from
difficult  history,  but  it
frames the information
i n  a  w a y  t h a t  i s
appropriate  for  young
readers. It emphasizes
the strength, creativity,
and resilience of Native
American peoples.  For
N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n
children,  seeing  their
heritage  celebrated  in
a mainstream book can
b e  a  p o w e r f u l
affirmation  of  identity.
For children from other
backgrounds, the book
offers  a  window  into
worlds  they  may  not
otherwise  encounter.
Th is  dual  purpose
makes  the  book  a
v a l u a b l e  t o o l  f o r
building  empathy  and
understanding from an
early age.
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Preservin
g
Language
and
Traditions
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
important aspects of D
Is For Drum A Native
American Alphabet is
its  role  in  language
preservation.  Many
N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n
l a n g u a g e s  a r e
endangered, and books
l ike  this  help  keep
words  and  concepts
alive.  By  introducing
terms  like  "Kachina,"
" P o w w o w , "  a n d
"Wampum"  to  a  new
generation,  the  book
contr ibutes  to  the
ongoing  effort  to
preserve  Indigenous
l a n g u a g e s .  T h e

pronunciation  guide
encourages readers to
s a y  t h e  w o r d s
correctly,  fostering
r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e
languages  from  which
t h e y  c o m e .  T h i s
linguistic  aspect  adds
a n o t h e r  l a y e r  o f
educational  value,
especially  for  older
students  studying
a n t h r o p o l o g y ,
linguistics, or history.

HOW TO GET THE
MOST OUT OF THIS
BOOK

Whether  you  are  a
parent,  teacher,  or
librarian,  there  are
m a n y  w a y s  t o
maximize the impact of
D  I s  F o r  D r u m  A
Native  American
Alphabet.  Here  are
some  practical  tips:

Read Aloud
Together – The
rhythmic text
lends itself well
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to reading aloud.
Pause to discuss
the illustrations
and ask
questions about
what the children
see.
Pair with
Activities –
After reading
about a specific
topic, such as
totem poles or
drums, engage in
a related craft or
project.
Encourage
Questions – Let
children ask
questions about
the cultures they
are learning
about. Use the
book as a
starting point for
deeper
exploration.
Connect to
Local History –
If you live near
areas with Native
American

heritage, use the
book as a
prelude to a field
trip or a visit to a
cultural center.
Revisit Often –
The book has
layers of
meaning that
reveal
themselves with
each reading.
Younger children
may focus on the
letters and
pictures, while
older children
will absorb the
cultural notes.

By  engaging  with  the
book  actively,  readers
can  tu rn  a  s imp le
alphabet lesson into a
meaningful  cultural
experience.

CONCLUSION

D  I s  F o r  D r u m  A
Native  American
Alphabet  is  far  more
than a children’s book;
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it is a carefully crafted
educational  resource
that  celebrates  the
diversity  and  richness
of  Native  American
cultures.  Through  its
thoughtful combination
of  le t ters ,  words ,
i l lust rat ions ,  and
explanations, the book
o p e n s  d o o r s  t o
u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,
respect,  and  curiosity.
It honors traditions that
have  been  passed
down  for  generations
while  making  them
accessible  to  a  new
audience.  In  a  time
when  representation
a n d  a c c u r a t e

storytelling  matter
more  than  ever,  this
b o o k  s t a n d s  a s  a
shining  example  of
how  to  share  cultural
heritage with care and
creativity. Whether you
are introducing a child
to the alphabet for the
first time or looking for
a  meaningful  way  to
discuss  history  and
diversity,  D  Is  For
D r u m  A  N a t i v e
American  Alphabet
offers  a  journey  worth
tak ing .  The  d rum
continues to beat, and
its  rhythm  carr ies
stories that deserve to
be heard.


