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6–8 | ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS AND SOCIAL STUDIES 

Gathering Evidence: How Communities 
Organize for Tribal Recognition 

Group Instructions 
Please check off each step as you complete it.  

 Begin by reading this handout together. Make sure everyone understands why federal 

recognition is important and what your task will be. 

 Review your assigned recognition requirement. Read the Simulation Group Activity handout 

and underline anything that your group thinks the Tribe would need to provide evidence to 
prove.  

 Discuss the example documents. What kinds of evidence would be helpful? Look at the list of 

example documents that the Snoqualmie Indian Tribe presented. You can also come up with 
your own ideas. 

 Have one person record your group’s thinking. On a blank sheet of paper, they should write: 

o A short summary of what your requirement means in your own words 

o A list of things the Tribe would need to prove 

o A list of documents or types of evidence that could support the case, with a short 
explanation for each one 

 Choose a group member to present and plan what you will share. They will explain your 
requirement and the documents your group would use to prove it. Your presentation should be 

2–4 minutes long.
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Introduction 
In this activity, imagine you are working alongside Snoqualmie Tribal Members in the 1980s and 1990s 

as they fight to regain federal recognition by the U.S. government. This process is more than paperwork. 
It’s about affirming the sovereignty of the Snoqualmie people: their right to make their own decisions, 

protect their culture, and govern themselves as a distinct nation. Without federal recognition, a Tribe 
can lose access to important treaty rights, land protections, and the ability to support its community 

through healthcare, housing, and education. Most importantly, it can lose the ability to be treated as a 
government by other governments. The Snoqualmie Indian Tribe spent many years gathering evidence 

to prove their legal right to self-determination. 

In this activity, your group will explore one or two of the seven federal criteria that a Tribe must meet to 
gain or restore recognition. You’ll study the meaning behind your assigned requirement(s), look at 
examples of evidence provided by the Snoqualmie Indian Tribe, and decide what documents or 

information you would include if you were supporting their case. 

The Federal Recognition Process 
Federal recognition is the way the U.S. government decides whether to officially acknowledge a Tribe as 

a sovereign nation. It is a legal and political process managed by the Office of Federal Acknowledgment, 
part of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 

To be recognized, a Tribe must prove that it meets all seven federal criteria. The requirements are 

meant to show that a Tribe has a long history as a distinct Native community, has continued to govern 
itself, and still exists as a functioning political and cultural group today. 

 Highlight or underline the requirement(s) that your group will work to prove.  

The Seven Requirements 
1. A statement of facts showing that [the Tribe] has been identified from historical times until the 

present on a continuous basis as "American Indian.” 

2. Show that [the Tribe] inhabits a specific area or lives in a community viewed as American Indian 
and distinct from other populations in the area, and that its members are descendants of an 

Indian Tribe which historically inhabited a specific area. 
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3. Show that [the Tribe] has maintained Tribal political influence or other authority over its 
members as an autonomous entity throughout history until the present. 

4. Present a Tribal constitution or other government document. 

5. A list of all known current members of the group and a copy of each available former list of 
members based on the Tribe’s own defined criteria. 

6. Demonstrate that the membership consists primarily of persons who are not members of any 

other North American Indian Tribe. 

7. Show that it is not the subject of congressional legislation which has expressly terminated or 

forbidden the federal relationship. 

To prove all seven requirements, a Tribe must complete a long and difficult legal process. The U.S. 
Department of the Interior requires a petitioning Tribe to submit large amounts of evidence. For 

example, the list of documents submitted by the Snoqualmie Indian Tribe to support its petition for 
federal recognition is over 80 pages long … and that is just the list, not the documents themselves. 

The process often takes many years. Some petitions take decades to complete, and the U.S. 
government does not guarantee any support during this time. Tribes must often find their own 

funding, researchers, legal advisors, and community volunteers to continue the work. 

Many Native people, including leaders of federally recognized Tribes and those seeking recognition, 
have described the process as: 

• Expensive: Legal, historical, and research costs can be very high. 

• Burdensome: Tribes are required to collect thousands of pages of documentation. 

• Intrusive: Tribes must share private stories, sacred traditions, and personal family histories 

with government reviewers. 

• Unpredictable: There is no clear timeline, and the outcome can be delayed for many reasons. 

Despite these challenges, the process remains one of the only paths to full legal recognition for Tribes 

whose status has been denied or lost. For the Snoqualmie Indian Tribe, completing this process was a 
major victory made possible by community effort, cultural knowledge, and determination. 
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What Did the Snoqualmie Indian Tribe Submit as 
Evidence? 
Here are examples of the documents that the Snoqualmie Indian Tribe submitted as evidence to the 

U.S. government. 

Government Records 
These were official documents created by the U.S. government. The Tribe submitted letters, memos, 

and reports from agencies like the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Some records dated back to the late 1800s. 
Some of the documents listed Snoqualmie people by name in census rolls and reports and showed that 

the U.S. government had recognized the Tribe in the past. 

Legal and Court Documents 
The Tribe included documents from major legal cases, especially about treaty rights and fishing. These 

included court decisions, statements from expert witnesses, and legal briefs explaining the Tribe’s 
political history and rights.  

Affidavits and Personal Statements 
Affidavits are written statements that someone swears are true. The Tribe submitted many affidavits 
from Tribal Elders and other Tribal Members. These included personal stories about family history, 

traditional practices, political meetings, and how the Tribe stayed organized over the years. These 
documents showed the lived experiences of the Tribe’s history and helped prove that its identity and 

leadership had continued through time. 

Maps and Land Use Evidence 
The Tribe shared maps that showed where the Snoqualmie people had lived, hunted, fished, and held 

ceremonies at different moments in their history. Some were hand drawn by Tribal Members, and 
others were official maps of forests and rivers.  

Tribal Governance Materials 
These documents showed how the Tribe was organized and how it made decisions. The Tribe 
submitted a written constitution, which explained its system of government. The Tribe also shared 

meeting minutes from official gatherings, lists of elected leaders, and the rules used to decide who 
could register as a member of the Tribe.  



 

Version 1 | 
 

5 

Genealogical Records 
Genealogy is the study of family history. The Tribe submitted family trees, charts, and lists that showed 
how current members were related to documented members of the Tribe in the past. These records 

went back many generations and included official documents like birth and marriage certificates as 
well as stories confirmed by Tribal Elders. 

Public Records and Articles 
The Tribe included newspaper articles, magazine stories, and research papers written by historians and 
journalists. These articles reported on Tribal events, cultural practices, and ongoing efforts to regain 

recognition.  

Letters and Correspondence 
The Tribe submitted letters written over many decades. Some letters were from members of the Tribe 
to the U.S. government and from federal officials back to the Tribe. The letters discussed issues like land, 
recognition, and the Tribe’s rights and provided helpful dates. The letters showed that the Snoqualmie 

people had continued to advocate for themselves and communicate with the federal government. 

Cultural and Community Descriptions 
These documents included written descriptions of the Tribe’s ceremonies, spiritual practices, longhouse 
gatherings, and other cultural traditions. Tribal Members and anthropologists described how language, 
stories, and teachings were passed down through families.  

Photographs and Visual Evidence 
The Tribe shared photos of events, leaders, and community life. These included images of Tribal Council 

meetings, cultural gatherings, longhouses, and sacred sites like Snoqualmie Falls. There were also copies 
of Tribal ID cards and enrollment certificates from the 1980s and 1990s. 
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