
Up Heartbreak Hill

A Film by Erica Scharf

Community 
Engagement & Education

DISCUSSION GUIDE

www.pbs.org/pov

POV



|2DISCUSSION GUIDE

Up Heartbreak Hill

LETTER FROM THE FILMMAKER

Growing up in New York, I was a frequent visitor at the Mu-

seum of Natural History, and it was there that I was first in-

troduced to Native civilizations.  Dakota and Plains

tribesmen posed wordlessly, trapped behind plexiglass – a

permanent piece of the past.  My suburban high school had

not a single Native kid in a student body of 2,000 and the

only reference to modern-day Native society I can recall

hearing pertained to casinos.  Almost everything I saw and

everything I learned was presented within the context of

“long ago.”  Up Heartbreak Hill was born of the realization

that as Americans, we are largely unaware not only of cul-

tures abroad but, perhaps even more alarmingly, of com-

munities within our own borders.  

When I first began pre-production, my plan was to make

sporadic trips to the reservation throughout the school

year.  But, once I was there, I had to stay.  Navajo is so ut-

terly unlike anywhere else I’ve been and yet every time I

drive down that long stretch of road from Window Rock,

I’m hit with the feeling I’ve never left.  Navajo is a place of

striking contradiction.  On one hand, it is the embodiment

of New Mexico’s nickname, “the land of enchantment.”  Red

mesas jut into endless blue skies, wild sage grows in abun-

dance alongside the road.  On the other hand, it is a com-

munity stricken by poverty, full of dilapidated buildings,

rusted swing-sets and crumbling homes.

I think it’s this juxtaposition that creates such a conundrum

for Thomas and Tamara and for their friends and class-

mates.  Their decisions are dominated by the push-pull of

a place whose very earth they have been connected to for

hundreds of years but whose socio-economic realities

make attaining even basic standards so challenging. This

dilemma lies at the heart of the film and in a place so re-

markably still, being a casual visitor would never have en-

abled me to capture the nuances of the story I believe

needed to be told.  

So, I set up camp in an unused singlewide trailer in the high school parking lot, which meant the kids literally passed by my

front window on their way to class.  Such proximity was invaluable and the community welcomed me at sporting events, din-

ner tables and birthday parties.  

My intention was always to make a film about individuals, and to allow their stories to explore the larger issues surrounding

modern Native life.  I met Thomas and his dad, Jazz, at a Gallup Track meet, and I knew instantly the film would center on

them, and on the complex dynamics of their relationship.  Once filming began, the project expanded to include Tamara and

Gabby; their stories provided essential counterpoints to Thomas’s and helped create a fuller portrait of their generation’s ex-

perience.

Director/Producer Erica Scharf

Photo courtesy of Shawn Hardy
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It was important to me that Up Heartbreak Hill did not become a film about resilient kids from an underserved community

overcoming obstacles and rising to success.  It’s not that those stories aren’t important – but those stories have been told,

and told again, and audiences have become accustomed to the formula.  I wanted to afford Thomas and Tamara the chance

to speak for themselves.  They cannot be forced into any single mold and I didn’t want to shortchange them for the sake of

convenience.  They are not always victims and they are not always heroes, although they have had to deal with more adversity

in their 18 years than many others have.  But, they are also shockingly perceptive, empathetic and accepting, and their ob-

servations strikingly self-aware.

In essence, they are teenagers – and their story is, in many ways, a universal one.  They struggle to find their family, to leave

their family, to navigate the choppy waters of the high school social scene, and to chart a path for their future.  And they do

so from a very unique place.  They are Native Americans and they are figuring out what that means to them; they are con-

temporary Americans and they are finding their place in a world that hasn’t always treated them kindly, but which is rightly

theirs and to which they very much belong.    

I hope that Up Heartbreak Hill will help forge a greater understanding of a dynamic and rarely glimpsed American commu-

nity – a nation within a nation – whose current history, tribulations, and triumphs are widely ignored.

Erica Scharf

Filmmaker, Up Heartbreak Hill

Thomas runs down Asaayi Road in Navajo

Photo courtesy of Anthony Thosh Collins 
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Up Heartbreak Hill is a moving look at a new generation of

Americans struggling to be both Native and modern.

Thomas and Tamara are track stars at their rural New Mex-

ico high school. Like many teenagers, they are torn between

the lure of brighter futures elsewhere and the ties that bind

them to home. For these teens, however, home is an impov-

erished town on the Navajo reservation, and leaving means

separating from family, tradition and the land that has been

theirs for generations.

Like all teens, these high school students grapple with form-

ing identities that both separate them from and link them to

their families. Their struggle provides audiences with a

chance to examine an ironic twist on a very American tale

about pursuit of success, where success requires thriving in

a culture that was once bent on the annihilation of  the pur-

suers’ people. The result is a compelling illustration of the

challenge to find comfort and strength amidst alienation and

discrimination.  

INTRODUCTION
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Tamara and Thomas in class at Navajo Pine High School

Photo courtesy of Anthony Thosh Collins



Up Heartbreak Hill is well suited for use in a variety of set-

tings and is especially recommended for use with:

• Your local PBS station 

• Groups that have discussed previous PBS and POV

films relating to Native Americans, athletics and

high school students, including Standing Silent

Nation, In the Light of Reverence, Off and Running

and Arctic Son.  

• Groups focused on any of the issues listed in the

Key Issues section

• High school students

• Faith-based organizations and institutions

• Cultural, art and historical organizations,

institutions and museums

• Civic, fraternal and community groups

• Academic departments and student groups at

colleges, universities and high schools

• Community organizations with a mission to

promote education and learning, such as local

libraries

Up Heartbreak Hill is an excellent tool for outreach and

will be of special interest to people looking to explore

the following topics:

Adolescence

Assimilation

Athletics

College and career readiness

Coming of age

Cross-country

Extended family support systems

Guidance counseling

High school

High school dropout rates

Native Americans

Navajo

New Mexico 

Parent-child relationships

Parenting

Poverty

Substance abuse

Teenagers

Track and field

Youth
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USING THIS GUIDE

This guide is an invitation to dialogue. It is based on a belief in the power of human connection, designed for people who

want to use Up Heartbreak Hill to engage family, friends, classmates, colleagues, and communities. In contrast to initia-

tives that foster debates in which participants try to convince others that they are right, this document envisions con-

versations undertaken in a spirit of openness in which people try to understand one another and expand their thinking

by sharing viewpoints and listening actively. 

The discussion prompts are intentionally crafted to help a wide range of audiences think more deeply about the issues

in the film. Rather than attempting to address them all, choose one or two that best meet your needs and interests. And

be sure to leave time to consider taking action. Planning next steps can help people leave the room feeling energized and

optimistic, even in instances when conversations have been difficult.  

For more detailed event planning and facilitation tips, visit www.pbs.org/pov/outreach

POTENTIAL PARTNERS KEY ISSUES
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Navajo Nation

The Navajo Nation reservation is the largest Indian reserva-

tion in the United States, sprawling across parts of Utah, Ari-

zona and New Mexico. At 27,000 square miles, it is roughly

the size of West Virginia. The tribe has a population over

300,000, with 87 percent of all Navajo American Indians liv-

ing on the reservation.

The reservation and the surrounding area, notably Monu-

ment Valley near Kayenta, Arizona, and Canyon de Chelly

near Chinle, Arizona, are among the premier locations for

landscape photography in the United States. The

landscape varies from arid desert to alpine forests.

The town of Navajo featured in the film is located in McKin-

ley County in New Mexico. According to the 2010 Census, in

this county there is a Navajo population of 1,645 people with

an average annual per capita income of $6,124 and a poverty

rate of 65.6 percent. McKinley County has a poverty rate of

33 percent, the highest for any county in the state of New

Mexico. About 30 percent of Navajo residents hold high

school diplomas and 1.7 percent  of the residents hold bach-

elor’s degrees.

Navajo, New Mexico 

Photo still from "Up Heartbreak Hill"

Did you know…

• Using the Navajo language, 29 Navajo U.S. Marines developed an unbreakable military code during World

War II. Known as the “Navajo code talkers,” they provided unparalleled code efforts that saved lives,

especially at the Battle of Iwo Jima. According to Major Howard Connor, 5th Marine Division signal officer,

“Were it not for the Navajos, the Marines would never have taken Iwo Jima.” 

(The Official Website of the Navajo Code Talkers http://www.navajocodetalkers.org/)
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The language of the Navajo people, Diné bizaad, is similar to

the language of tribes originating from Alaska and other

northwest regions. This language in the Athabascan family is

unique to North America; there are very few written texts in

Diné bizaad. 

Sources:

Donovan, Bill. “Census: Navajo Enrollment Tops 300,000.” 

Navajo Times, July 7, 2011.

First Voices.

http://www.firstvoices.com

Navajo Nation. 

http://www.navajo-nsn.gov

Navajo Nation. “Department of Diné Education.”

http://navajonationdode.org/Office_of_Educational_Research_

and_Statistics_1.aspx

The Navajo Nation Division of Economic Development. 

http://www.navajoadvantage.com

Pritzker, Barry M. A Native American Encyclopedia: History, Culture,

and Peoples. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000.

United States Environmental Protection Agency. “Geographic Area of

Focus: Navajo Nations.”

http://www.epa.gov/region9/strategicplan/navajo.html

U.S. Department of the Interior. “Indian Affairs.”

http://www.bia.gov/WhoWeAre/BIA/OJS/DOLE/DistrictIV/index.htm

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. “Indian Health Service.”

http://www.ihs.gov/navajo/index.cfm?module=nao_navajo_nation

Yurth, Cindy. “Census: Native Count Jumps by 27 Percent.” 

Navajo Times, January 26, 2012.

http://navajotimes.com/news/2012/0112/012612census.php Competition was high for Thomas's final race 

of his high school career  

Photo still from "Up Heartbreak Hill"

Did you know…

• The Fred Harvey Company was a key player in developing the tourism industry of the Southwest. In 1876,

businessman Fred Harvey opened a restaurant in the Santa Fe Railroad’s Topeka, Kansas depot. Quickly,

Harvey began opening other restaurant/hotel combinations, known as Harvey Houses, along the railroad’s

route. The Harvey Company developed into the first large restaurant chain in the nation. For tourists, a

Harvey House was synonymous with good food, comfortable lodging, and friendly service. 

(Learning Center of the American Southwest southwestlearning.org)
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The Establishment of the Reservation

After the United States defeated Mexico in 1846 and took

control of the Southwest, the Navajo were forcibly removed

from their land. Colonel Kit Carson and his army imple-

mented scorched-earth tactics, which included the burning

and destruction of crops, homes and livestock. Many of the

surviving Navajo were already suffering from starvation

when they were ordered to march hundreds of miles to the

Bosque Redondo reservation near Fort Sumner in eastern

New Mexico, a mass movement known as the “Long Walk.”

The Navajos remained on the Bosque Redondo reservation

for four years while the United States attempted to facilitate

development of sedentary farming techniques. Many died

on the Long Walk and during those four years of imprison-

ment.

On June 1, 1868, the Treaty of Fort Sumner, New Mexico,

established a reservation for the Navajo. The treaty

allowed the Navajo to return to their homeland, al-

lotting them approximately 3.5 million acres of land around

Fort Defiance on the border of Arizona and New Mexico. The

near elimination of livestock, the loss of previous trade net-

works and difficulties growing crops on the arid land forced

many Navajos into depending on rations distributed by the

military. (Fry-bread, now a staple of the Navajo diet, was ac-

tually developed from those meager rations.) The U.S. gov-

ernment also supplied small livestock, such as sheep and

goats, as well as marketing outlets for the Navajo to sell their

goods.

The Navajo population on the reservation grew from ap-

proximately 8,000 after the Long Walk, to approximately

20,000 at the turn of the 20th century. 

In 1969, one year after the 100th anniversary of the reserva-

tion, the Navajo Nation was granted tribal sovereignty.

American Indian tribes are recognized by United States fed-

Asaayi Road in Navajo, NM

Photo courtesy of Anthony Thosh Collins 
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eral law as possessing sovereignty over their members and

their territory. Sovereignty means that tribes have the power

to make and enforce laws and to establish courts and other

forums for resolution of disputes.  

The Navajo Nation government has a three-branch system

(executive, legislative, judicial) and is considered one of the

most sophisticated American Indian governments.

Sources:

Canyon De Chelly. “The Navajo Long Walk.” 

http://www.canyondechelly.net/long_walk.html

From Revolution to Reconstruction. “Navajo Treaty of 1868: 

Fort Sumner, New Mexico, June 1, 1868.” 

http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/D/1851-1875/indians/navajo.htm

United States Department of Agriculture. “2010 County-Level Poverty

Rates for New Mexico.”

http://www.ers.usda.gov/data/povertyrates/PovListpct.asp?st=

NM&view=Percent

Volk, Robert. “Red Sales in the Sunset: The Rise and Fall of White

Trader Dominance in the United States.” American Indian Culture

and Research Journal, 24 (1), 69-97, 2000.

Schools on the Reservation

Approximately 85,758 students attend 268 schools on the

Navajo Nation reservation. The vast majority of students at-

tend public schools, while approximately 18 percent attend

schools funded by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA).  

Consequently, the Navajo Nation has a strong interest in the

federal budget as it relates to Native education funding. In

March 2012, Navajo Nation president Ben Shelly testified be-

fore the House Interior Appropriations Subcommittee, urg-

ing Congress to forward-fund the Bureau of Indian

Education (BIE) higher education program as it does for

other BIE programs, such as K-12 schools and tribal colleges.

Additionally, he asked Congress to support a building study

to determine the facility needs of two tribal colleges—Diné

College and the Navajo Technical College.

In Up Heartbreak Hill, the principal of Navajo Pine High

School states that the operations budget of Navajo Pine

Thomas and Tamara sit in the cafeteria 

at Navajo Pine High School

Photo courtesy of Anthony Thosh Collins
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High School is $13,000. There are approximately 19 faculty

and staff members and approximately 200 students. The

12th grade has the lowest number of students, reflecting the

high dropout rates described in the film.

Sources:

National Johnson O’Malley Association. 

http://www.njoma.com/Home_Page.html

Navajo Nation Economic Development “Educational Facilities on the

Navajo Nation.” 

http://www.navajobusiness.com/infrastructure/Education%20Facilities.htm

Navajo Nation Washington Office.

http://nnwo.org/content/navajo-president-ben-shelly-testifies-

appropriations-panel

Navajo Pine High School. 

http://nph.gmcs.k12.nm.us/

Schooltree. “Navajo Pine High School.”

http://new-mexico.schooltree.org/public/Navajo-Pine-High-

057412.html

Navajo Tradition of Running  

Up Heartbreak Hill focuses on the tradition of running that

exists for Navajo and members of other American Indian

tribes. Thomas grew up idolizing Olympic gold medalist Billy

Mills (Oglala Lakota/Sioux) and met him as a child during a

local fun run. 

The Native tradition of running arose out of a spiritual de-

sire to honor the earth, the sky and everything sacred. Ad-

ditionally, Native Americans have long understood and

appreciated the positive benefits of running. They believe

running creates a healthy and strong body, increases one’s

energy and drives away feelings of unhappiness. Prior to

their encounter with Pueblo tribes and Europeans, they did

not utilize extensive horticulture techniques or have horses

Tamara runs down Asaayi Road in Navajo

Photo courtesy of Anthony Thosh Collins
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and other livestock, so they also relied on running for hunt-

ing and other kinds of food gathering. Running further

served as a practical means of trade and communication be-

tween neighboring communities and tribes. Today, running

provides American Indian tribes a way to create pride and

build cultural unity and self-esteem. 

Sources:

Access Genealogy. “Navaho Indian Tribe History.”

http://www.accessgenealogy.com/native/tribes/navajo/navahoindi-

anhist.htm

Barefoot Running. “The Ongoing Revival of Native American Running

Traditions.” 

http://www.barefoot-running.us/blog/bare/the-ongoing-revival-of-

native-american-running-traditions.html

Enochs, Ross. “The Franciscan Mission to the Navajos: Mission Method

and Indigenous Religion, 1898-1940.” Catholic Historical Review, 92 (1),

2006.

Navajo People - The Diné. 

http://navajopeople.org/

Northern Arizona University. “Hopi Running.” 

http://library.nau.edu/speccoll/exhibits/hopitg/Hopilesson4.html

First-Generation College Students

In Up Heartbreak Hill, the principal of Navajo Pine High

School states that one in 10 students enrolled at the school

will complete college and that that figure is basically the

same at schools across the reservation. According to the

American Indian College Fund, one of the primary factors

behind the low number of college degree earners from the

school is that a large portion of American Indian college stu-

dents are first-generation college attendees. Despite the

overall high levels of education in the United States, there

are still many first-generation college students (students

whose parents do not hold college degrees). According to a

2007 study done by the Higher Education Research In-

stitute at UCLA, nearly one in six freshmen at American four-

year institutions are first-generation college students. 

Research suggests that students whose parents did not at-

tend or complete their post-secondary education face a dis-

tinct set of challenges. Such students often struggle more

than their peers when applying to colleges, due to lack of

family knowledge of the application process; additionally,

their choices are more likely to be constrained by financial

factors. These students are more likely than others to be em-

ployed while studying and are significantly more focused on

college as a means to improve their economic standing.

First-generation students often feel less academically pre-

pared as well; studies suggest that they are more likely than

their peers from college-educated families to arrive at col-

lege needing remedial or preparatory assistance. Adjusting

to the social atmosphere can also be a challenge for these

students, who may be older than the average student, since

first-generation college attendees are more likely to spend

time working between high school and college. The chal-

lenges that these students face make it more difficult for

some to finish their schooling, and a first-generation student

is slightly more likely than the student population as a whole

to leave college without obtaining a degree. Those who do

graduate, however, achieve professional status on par with

other graduates and have similar long-term earning

prospects.

One of the most prominent obstacles preventing American

Indian students from pursuing higher education is lack of the

financial resources to do so. With the average per capita in-

come of American Indian students at $8,000, there is a great

need for financial support. This is one of the reasons Tamara

chooses Fort Lewis College, one of five schools in the coun-

try that provide free tuition to enrolled tribal members. 

The American Indian College Fund was established in 1989 in

order to assist in funding the 33 higher education institutions

in the tribal college and universities in the United States, as

Did you know…

• Raised on the Navajo Reservation in Ganado, Arizona, Alvina Begay is a long distance runner

and ambassador for Nike N7; she qualified for the U.S. Olympic trials in 2012. 

(Nike N7 http://niken7.com/n7-ambassador/alvina-begay/)
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well as provide scholarships to American Indian students at-

tending them. The American Indian College Fund reports

that 36 percent of its scholarship recipients are first-gener-

ation college students. Unfortunately, only 11 percent of first-

generation college students earn degrees in six years. Some

factors affecting graduation rates include less college prepa-

ration compared to their non-reservation counterparts, cul-

tural isolation in off-reservation colleges and family

resistance based in fear that students will lose their tribes’

customs and traditions. One of the benefits of tribal colleges

and universities is the preservation of Native languages and

cultures through curriculum and activities. This provides a

more culturally supportive environment.

Sources:

Ambler, Marjane. “While Globalizing Their Movement, Tribal Colleges

Import Ideas.” Tribal College Journal, 16 (4), Summer 2005.

American Indian College Fund. 

http://www.collegefund.org

American Indian College Fund. “Championing Success: A Report on the

Progress of Tribal College and University Alumni.” 

http://www.collegefund.org/userfiles/file/FINALIHEP-rpt-TribalAlumni-

4-10.pdf

Higher Education Research Institute. “First in My Family: A Profile of

First-Generation College Students at Four-Year Institutions Since 1971.”

http://www.heri.ucla.edu/pdfs/pubs/briefs/firstgenresearchbrief.pdf

Indian Country Today Media Network. “Buffalo Harvest Sparks

Dialogue at Colorado College.” http://indiancountrytodaymedi-

anetwork.com/2012/03/23/buffalo-harvest-sparks-dialogue-at-colorad

o-college-104019

Inside Higher Ed. “Aiding First-Generation Students.” 

http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/01/26/freshmen

National Center for Education Statistics. “First-Generation Students:

Undergraduates Whose Parents Never Enrolled in Postsecondary

Education.” 

http://nces.ed.gov/pubs98/98082.pdf

Texas Guaranteed Student Loan Corporation “First-Generation College

Students: A Literature Review.” 

http://www.tgslc.org/pdf/first_generation.pdf

U.S. Census Bureau. “Educational Attainment: 2000.”

http://www.census.gov/prod/2003pubs/c2kbr-24.pdf
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Thomas Martinez

Thomas spent one year at Eastern New Mexico University

before transferring to University of New Mexico, Albuquerque

and then to Diné College. He spent time living in Albuquerque,

where he worked as an assistant coach at a local high school

alongside his former coach Gavin Sosa. After some time off

from school, Thomas recently re-enrolled at Diné College, where

Gavin is now the cross-country coach. Thomas has begun

running again and will start classes shortly. He plans to study

journalism and photography and hopes one day to launch a

magazine featuring Native art and fashion.

Tamara Hardy

Tamara spent one semester at Fort Lewis College before

returning home. She is currently studying at University of New

Mexico - Gallup, along with two of her siblings, and expects to

receive her associate’s degree in computer science in December

2012. Afterward she plans to continue her studies in pursuit of

her bachelor’s degree. In August 2011, Tamara gave birth to a

baby boy, and she is raising him with help from her family.  

Selected People Featured in Up Heartbreak Hill
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Kara — Thomas’s mother Jazz — Thomas’s father

Joyce — Tamara’s mother Leonard — Tamara’s father

Delphine — Thomas’s aunt

Selected People Featured in Up Heartbreak Hill



Immediately after the film, you may want to give people a

few quiet moments to reflect on what they have seen. You

could pose a general question and then give people some

time to themselves to jot down or think about their an-

swers before opening the discussion. General questions

might include: 

• If you could ask anyone in the film a single question,

who would you choose and what would you ask him

or her?  

• What did you learn from this film? What insights did

it provide?

• What is the significance of the film’s title?

• If a friend asked you what this film was about, what

would you say? 

• Describe a moment or scene in the film that you

found particularly disturbing or moving.  What was it

about that scene that was especially compelling for

you?

GENERAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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Thomas at the top of the winners pyramid 

for the state track meet

Photo still from "Up Heartbreak Hill"
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School

What are all the possible messages that the teens might take

away from these encounters:

- The high school principal’s pep talk encouraging

students not to “self medicate” and to set their

sights on a 100 percent graduation rate.  

- Thomas’s track coach saying, “You know, not all

our kids want to get off the reservation, but

Thomas does.” 

Why might Navajo kids hear these as mixed messages, that

is, as both positive and negative, or as both encouraging and

discouraging? If you were on the faculty or staff at this

school, what would you say to inspire the students?

What do you learn from the film about the actions or cir-

cumstances that help Tamara and Thomas pursue

success? What do you learn about the specific barriers to

their achieving success? What specific roles do family,

friends, teachers, coaches and school structures play in in-

creasing or decreasing these teens’ chances for success?  

If you were creating education policy designed to help the

students in the film, what would that policy look like? How

would you assess the value of the specific policies currently

dominating the debate over U.S. education policy (e.g., com-

petition for Race to the Top Fund grants, Common Core

standards, mandated testing, vouchers, charter schools,

merit pay and accountability measures for teachers)?  

Tim (one of Thomas’s coaches) seems to reflect his school’s

Thomas and Tamara in front of the Navajo Pine Trophy Case

Photo courtesy of Anthony Thosh Collins
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culture when he accepts low math performance from his stu-

dents. He says, “You know, we’re doing the best that we can

with what we have. You know, our high school principal will

tell you how much money he has to work with and that’s less

money than one private school kid pays for a year to go to

that school.” In your view, what role does money play in

making a quality education possible? Where would you draw

the line between having reasonable expectations and set-

tling for too little?  

Tamara recalls being rewarded for memorizing the multipli-

cation tables in fifth grade (a skill often completed in the

third grade in other school districts). In your view, what is

the effect of extrinsic rewards for completion of core cur-

riculum? What are the benefits and drawbacks of such

prizes?

What was your reaction to the interactions between Thomas

and his teacher Mr. Tye? Why do you think Thomas re-

acted the way he did? How might you have responded

to the situation if you were in his teacher’s shoes? How

about if you were the principal? Or Thomas’s parent or

guardian? How about if you were Thomas’s friend?  

What are the barriers to college for the kids in the film and

what things reduce those obstacles? What difference does

it make to have guidance from a family member who at-

tended college? How important are scholarships, visits by

recruiters, organized visits to campuses or help filling out ap-

plications and aid forms? What would likely happen to the

students we see in the film if funding for those programs

went away?  

Tamara practicing her speech on graduation day

Photo still from "Up Heartbreak Hill"
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Athletics

Tamara says that traveling with the cross-country and track

teams gave her an opportunity to see what life was like out-

side the reservation. What other benefits do Tamara and

Thomas say they gain from their participation on the track

team? Which of these benefits are unique to participation in

sports and which might be available to them otherwise if

there were no sports teams at the school or if they were not

interested in athletics?

How does running link Thomas to his people and to his fam-

ily? In what ways are those links an inspiration and in what

ways might they be a burden?  

Hometown

Thomas opens the film, saying, “Around here, everyone

thinks they live in a third world country.” What do you think

he means by that? What was your reaction to hearing life in

a community in the United States described as being like liv-

ing in the “third world”?   

From what you see in the film, what is the impact of poverty

on the lives of the students at Navajo Pine High School?

Thomas defends his home from detractors saying, “This is

our land where I was raised. I just love the mountains and

the trees and just the thought of being free.” What, if any-

thing, ties you to the place where you grew up?

Tamara runs on the track

Photo courtesy of Anthony Thosh Collins
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How much of Thomas and Tamara’s experience is typical for

teens transitioning from high school to college? What unique

factors does living on the Navajo Nation reservation add to

their experience?  

Were you surprised that Tamara returned home after her

first semester and both she and Thomas transferred to

schools closer to the reservation? Why or why not?  

Lessons From Their Heritage

Thomas describes his home, saying, “Past the squaw dance

area, that’s all my grandma’s, all right here, but she said it’s

not her land; it’s all of our land.” How does the idea of col-

lective property affect people’s relationship to the land?

How do cultures based on that idea differ from cultures that

value private property as a foundational principle?  

How did the ritual meeting that Thomas’s family convened

for his graduation benefit him? What have the key rituals

been in your life and what did you gain from them?

What do you think it means to Thomas when people

encourage him to “run like a warrior”?  

At graduation, Tamara says to her classmates, “Don’t live in

the past.” What do you think she means? What is the differ-

ence between living in the past and being grounded in one’s

heritage?

In her graduation address, Tamara says, “We are what we

stand for.” Based on what you see and hear in the film, how

would you describe what this generation of Navajo youth

stands for?  

Thomas runs down Asaayi Road

Photo courtesy of Anthony Thosh Collins

Did you know…

• Today, the Squaw Dance (also known as

"The Enemy Way") is a healing ceremony

for the Navajo people. 

(Journal of American Indian Education

http://jaie.asu.edu/v38/V38I2A1.pdf)



In your view, are the students at Navajo Pine High School

getting consistent messages about what they need to do to

succeed? Draw Venn diagrams for Thomas and Tamara.

Compare and contrast the essential value messages that

they get from school, family, peers, coaches and community.

Which messages overlap and which are in conflict?

Confronting Prejudice and Stereotypes

Tamara confronts multifaceted stereotypes about Indians

being stupid. She notes, “Most people think that Native

Americans aren’t that bright. I tell them what I think and then

they’re like, ‘Wow, you can think.’ It’s like, ‘Yeah, I know!’” She

also sees her strong belief in education as part of white cul-

ture and not part of Navajo culture. She goes as far as say-

ing that her ancestors would see her as “a traitor or

something like that” because she focuses on subjects like

calculus instead of learning more about traditions. How are

these two observations connected? What are the sources of

the disassociation between being bright and being Native

American?  

Thomas says, “It’s kind of hard living in Navajo because

everyone’s so negative and that’s just what you think all the

time. What I hear from people is Navajo’s just straight-out

bad.” What is the genesis of these negative messages? What

is the impact of hearing these messages day after day about

the place where he lives? What (or who) in Thomas’s life

helps him counteract these negative messages and see the

good things about Navajo?

Thomas says, “We hear it from everybody. Navajos are

drunks and dropouts. Some people think we’re not adjusting

and I think that’s just because, I mean, they expected us to

just change our lives so much. Our ancestors had to deal

with white people coming here and trying to adjust to their

ways of life. People are still struggling, trying to catch up.”

What is the link between historical discrimination against

American Indians and the high rates of poverty, alcoholism

and dropping out of high school in Navajo?  

What do you learn about white privilege from Tamara’s ex-

perience getting the certificate of Indian blood that she

needs for aid applications, as she puts it, “to make sure that

I’m Indian.” What does it feel like or what do you think it

would feel like to be required to get a certificate to prove

your heritage?

Tamara and her father talk about the tension between

speaking English as a path to success while also wanting to

preserve the Navajo language, especially given historical at-

tempts by whites to erase indigenous languages. Why did

whites think it was important to eliminate tribal languages?

Why is language so important to identity and cultural preser-

vation?  

DISCUSSION PROMPTS
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Thomas in front of "The Wall"

Photo courtesy of Anthony Thosh Collins
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How do gender role stereotypes influence expectations and

experiences for Tamara and Thomas? How did Tamara cope

with being the only girl in her calculus class or with concerns

that pregnancy could derail her plans for the future? How

did Thomas cope with the pressure of having to be “the

man” of his family?

As members of the younger generation, Tamara and Thomas

are challenged by their elders to “raise up your people.”

What would that look like? Does suggesting that people

need to be “raised up” inherently imply that the current cul-

ture is somehow deficient? Is there a distinction between

“raising up” people and “representing” them? Is there a dis-

tinction between “raising up” and success in the (white)

world outside the reservation?  

Family and Friends

How would you characterize the strengths and weaknesses

of Thomas’s family in terms of providing him with the sup-

port he needs to thrive? How is Thomas affected by his par-

ents’ problems (substance abuse, domestic violence, health

issues, unemployment)? Do you know families with prob-

lems like the problems his family has? What do they do to

provide their children with guidance and opportunities?

What role do Tamara’s friends play in encouraging

her to be a good student, participate in track and

attend college, even when others marginalize her for being

smart?

Tamara wants to go away to college, while her family would

prefer for her to attend a school closer to home. How is this

family dynamic similar to and different from the dynamic un-

derlying conversations typical in other families with college-

bound students? How does the desire to preserve Navajo

heritage influence the decision in ways that might be differ-

ent from the ways such decisions are shaped in other fami-

lies?

How do Thomas and Tamara attempt to strike a balance be-

tween maintaining their heritage and assimilating into the

mainstream United States? How do you attempt to do that?

Do you think there is a distinction between the two for most

high school students?

Thomas at his 18th birthday prayer ceremony, 

a reminder of his late grandmother

Photo still from "Up Heartbreak Hill"

Additional media literacy questions are available at:

www.pbs.org/pov/educators/media-literacy.php



Taking Action

• Thomas describes his community as being like the “third world.” Survey your region to find

communities or neighborhoods that might also fit that description and engage with residents to plan a

turn-around.  

• Explore anti-poverty and/or cultural preservation organizations serving young people living on

reservations and find out how you can help.

• Host a family screening that includes a facilitated discussion between elders and teens about the role of

ethnic heritage and expectations about preserving that heritage.

• Host a college fair that includes resources specifically for students who are the first in their families to

attend college. Consider establishing a mentoring system that pairs adults in your community who have

earned college degrees with high school students who want to pursue higher education but don’t have

family members to provide advice about application procedures, choosing the right school, financial aid

and strategies for success once they get to school.  

• Host a fundraiser to help defray college costs for Native American or others from disenfranchised

communities. Alternatively, raise funds to help schools in communities with limited resources to create

support systems designed to enable all students to graduate high school and transition to appren-

ticeships, career training or college.  

Tamara and Thomas Look down at the Track

Photo courtesy of Anthony Thosh Collins
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NAVAJO NATION

www.navajo-nsn.gov

The official site of the government of the Navajo Nation

offers information on the specific work of its various

departments.

NAVAJO PEOPLE - THE DINÉ

www.navajopeople.org 

This website provides a great collection of resources

about Navajo culture and history curated by two Navajo

artists.

NAVAJO TIMES

www.navajotimes.com 

The Navajo Nation’s newspaper, Navajo Times, is an

excellent source for coverage of current issues. The

archives even include stories on Thomas and Tamara’s

high school athletic performances.  

AMERICAN GRADUATE: LET'S MAKE IT HAPPEN

http://www.americangraduate.org

Up Heartbreak Hill is part of American Graduate: Let’s

Make It Happen, a national public media initiative made

possible by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB)

to identify and implement solutions to the dropout crisis. 

Also see the references included in this guide’s

Background Information section.

RESOURCES
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FIMMAKER WEBSITE 

www.upheartbreakhill.com 

This site offers news, reviews, a filmmaker bio and information about screenings..

Interact with UP HEARTBREAK HILL at PBS.org 
POV's Webby Award-winning website offers a broad range of exclusive online content to enhance the

broadcast of Up Heartbreak Hill. Watch the full film online for free for a limited time following the broadcast

(July 27, 2012 to Aug. 26, 2012), download this discussion guide, lesson plans and other viewing resources, view

photos from the film and interact with the filmmaker through video interviews and an online Q&A soon after the

documentary airs on POV.

What’s Your POV? 
Share your thoughts about Up Heartbreak Hill

by posting a comment at http://www.pbs.org/pov/upheartbreakhill



HOW TO BUY THE FILM

To order Up Heartbreak Hill for home use, go to www.shoppbs.org

The See it On PBS logo is a trademark of the Public Broadcasting Service and is used with permission. All rights reserved.

25th Anniversary Partner: Media Sponsor:25th Anniversary Partner:

Produced by American Documentary, Inc.

and beginning its 24th season on PBS in 2011,

the award-winning POV series is the longest-

running showcase on American television to feature the work of

today’s best independent documentary filmmakers. Airing June

through September with primetime specials during the year,

POV has brought more than 300 acclaimed documentaries to

millions nationwide and has a Webby Award-winning online se-

ries, POV's Borders. Since 1988, POV has pioneered the art of

presentation and outreach using independent nonfiction media

to build new communities in conversation about today’s most

pressing social issues. Visit www.pbs.org/pov.

POV Digital www.pbs.org/pov

POV's award-winning website extends the life of our films online

with interactive features, interviews, updates, video and educa-

tional content, as well as listings for television broadcasts, com-

munity screenings and films available online. The POV Blog is a

gathering place for documentary fans and filmmakers to discuss

their favorite films and get the latest news. 

POV Community Engagement and Education

www.pbs.org/pov/outreach 

POV films can be seen at more than 450 events across the coun-

try every year. Together with schools, organizations and local

PBS stations, POV facilitates free community screenings and

produces free resources to accompany our films, including dis-

cussion guides and curriculum-based lesson plans. With our

community partners, we inspire dialogue around the most im-

portant social issues of our time.

Major funding for POV is provided by PBS, The John D. and

Catherine T.  MacArthur Foundation, National Endowment for

the Arts, New York State Council on the Arts, New York City

 Department of Cultural Affairs, the desJardins/Blachman Fund,

and public television viewers. Funding for POV's Diverse Voices

Project is provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.

Special support provided by the Academy of Motion Picture

Arts and Sciences. POV is presented by a consortium of public

television stations, including KQED San Francisco, WGBH

Boston and THIRTEEN in association with WNET.ORG. 

American Documentary, Inc.  www.amdoc.org

American Documentary, Inc. (AmDoc) is a multimedia company

dedicated to creating, identifying and presenting contemporary

stories that express opinions and perspectives rarely featured in

mainstream media outlets. AmDoc develops collaborative

strategic-engagement activities around socially relevant content

on television, online and in community settings. These activities

are designed to trigger action, from dialogue and feedback to

educational opportunities and community participation.

Join our Community Network! 

www.amdoc.org/outreach/events

Learn about new lesson plans, facilitation guides and our other

free educational resources and find out about screenings near

you. Joining our network is also the first step towards hosting

your own POV screening. 

Front cover: Thomas stretches on the track at Navajo Pine 
Photo courtesy of Anthony Thosh Collins

You can follow us on Twitter @POVengage 
for the latest news from 

POV Community Engagement & Education.


