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ABSTRACT 

In response to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2015) Calls to Action, 

my capstone project explores ways in which to implement Aboriginal pedagogy in early 

childhood programs (Pre K-K) in the province of Saskatchewan, Canada.  Grounded 

within socio-cultural theory, I focus on four aspects of Aboriginal pedagogy: 

relationships with family and community, experiential learning, storytelling, and 

relationship with the land. From the literature reviewed and the resources gathered, I 

found that implementing Aboriginal pedagogy, connected with place-based education and 

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) into early childhood classrooms enhances 

children’s understanding of the cultural context, and strengthens their relationship with, 

the place in which they live. In connecting this research to practice, I included my own 

experiences as a parent and a teacher, as well as draw from examples of early childhood 

educators who are currently incorporating Aboriginal pedagogy, history, and culture into 

their programs. As an outcome of this project, I developed a website that is focused on 

implementing Aboriginal pedagogy in early childhood (Pre K - K) in Saskatchewan in 

order to support educators, and as a response to the TRC’s (2015) Call to Action in 

education to share lesson plans and best practices. Based on the findings from the 

literature reviewed, I recommend pre-service and in-service education on Aboriginal 

pedagogy, culture, and history, with a focus on place-based education, and building 

children’s capacity for empathy to support both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal young 

learners. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION	

 In this capstone project I explore ways that early childhood educators can 

incorporate Aboriginal pedagogy into curriculum and classrooms. Canada’s history 

regarding the education of Aboriginal children has not been a bright one. Colonialism and 

residential schools have had a long lasting negative effect on Aboriginal people in 

Canada and its impact can still be felt to this day (Hare, 2012; Greenwood, Leeuw, & 

Fraser, 2007). In 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) 

released the “Truth and Reconciliation Commission: Calls to Action” document in order 

to address the dark history of residential schools and how it has impacted Aboriginal 

people in Canada. This document includes calls to action in terms of First Nations, Inuit, 

and Métis language and education. There are three calls to action regarding education on 

which my capstone project will focus. The first call to action is to “develop culturally 

appropriate early childhood education programs for Aboriginal families” (TRC, 2015, p. 

2). The second is “building student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and 

mutual respect” (TRC, 2015, p. 7). Lastly, the third call to action is “sharing information 

and best practices on teaching curriculum related to residential schools and Aboriginal 

history” (TRC, 2015, p. 7). These calls to action guide my capstone project. 

 My own experience also guides this capstone project. I grew up in a northern 

Saskatchewan Cree community. My mother is of British background, my father is Métis 

(from Ontario), and my stepfather is Woodland Cree. I was raised by my mother and 

stepfather, in my stepfather’s Cree area. Because of my cultural background, this 

capstone project is my personal and professional response to the TRC’s (2015) calls to 

action. 
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Key Terms 

For this project, I will define key words used by early childhood education 

scholars and Indigenous education scholars. Aboriginal is considered to be an inclusive, 

general term used in Canada to describe three distinct Indigenous groups: First Nations, 

Métis, and Inuit (Chartrand, 2012; Preston, Cottrell, Pelletier, & Pearce, 2011). 

Aboriginal is the mutually accepted term that is used in the Canadian Constitution of 

1982 for Indigenous peoples in Canada (Preston et al., 2011). Indigenous is a term used 

in an international context to describe people throughout the world who have inhabited a 

certain region long before different cultures arrived to conquer, settle, and/or colonize 

(United Nations, 2017). Indigenous people are a group of people who have a distinct 

culture, language, beliefs, and socio-economic systems, which clearly differ from the 

current dominant culture in which they live (United Nations, 2017). In some of the 

research articles, both Indigenous and Aboriginal terms are used. When exploring 

education, it is important to understanding pedagogy. Pedagogy is defined as the 

understanding of how learning happens, including the theory and practice that supports 

that understanding (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014). Pedagogy is a belief in the way 

to educate children and includes cultural values that are held. One aspect of Aboriginal 

pedagogy that I will focus on is relationship with place, or place-based education. Place-

based education uses the local community and environment to teach and educate, rather 

than using textbooks (Sobel, 2004).  

 Along with culturally relevant early childhood programs, the TRC (2015) 

specifically calls for student intercultural understanding and empathy. This falls under 

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL), which is defined by CASEL (2012) as the process 
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of effectively applying knowledge, attitudes, and skills required to recognize and manage 

emotions, feel empathy for others, set and attain goals, begin and maintain positive 

relationships, and make responsible choices. 

Context, Background, Rationale, and Importance	

On March 3, 2016 I attended the Woodrow Lloyd Lecture at the University of 

Regina featuring the Honorable Justice Murray Sinclair. I had the privilege to listen to 

him speak about the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, as well as his own experience 

of growing up in Canada as an Indigenous man. In his speech, the Honorable Justice 

Murray Sinclair described what is arguably the most valuable teaching we can pass on to 

children; that is, who they are. He eloquently reflected: 

(25:58) …probably the most important process that you will engage in or that you 

have engaged in in your life, is to answer the question about where you belong, 

about what it is that is the meaning for your life. Every society has an obligation 

to help our children to answer four very important questions that they all need to 

know the answers for, at least need to be guided in finding answers for 

themselves. Sometimes we never find those answers until the very last moment of 

our existence, but none-the-less, addressing those four questions during the course 

of our lifetime is a very key part of our ability to, to live, to relate, to deal with 

life, and deal with others as part of our lives. And those four questions are: Where 

do I come from? Where am I going? Why am I here? And who am I? (26:53) 

These words rang true for me, and connected to my experience as a child growing 

up in Saskatchewan. I am Métis and grew up in a community with a long history rich in 

Woodland Cree culture. The lakes, rivers, and islands were well known to my Kokum 
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(grandmother) who learned from her father. My Kokum spent the hunting season on the 

family trap line, 100 air miles north of town. Kokum’s husband, my grandfather (who 

passed away quite young), built the cabin on the trap line, traditionally reached by 

dogsled in the early spring when there was still snow. In the summers, it takes a few days 

canoeing and portaging to reach it. This knowledge of the land and traditional ways of 

living off the land was passed down from my Kokum to my stepdad, and my aunts and 

their families, who continue to use their knowledge of the land and traditional ways of 

living off the land. Place is very important to my family and culture, as place holds our 

history, stories, and knowledge. However, in my early schooling (Grades 1-8) in my 

northern community, none of this knowledge was incorporated into daily studies, and 

none of the local culture or community was included in the curriculum.  

My rationale for researching this topic is two-fold. First, with the consideration 

that 20% of children aged 14 and under in the province of Saskatchewan are Aboriginal, 

Aboriginal children are one of the fastest growing populations in Canada (Statistics 

Canada, 2011).  Second, there is a need to support educators as they begin to introduce 

Aboriginal education into their classrooms. From my own experience of taking the UBC 

edX MOOC called “Reconciliation through Indigenous Education”1, first in 2015, and 

then again in 2017, many people in the course expressed concerns about where to begin 

teaching Aboriginal education in their classrooms and worried that they did not have 

enough background information, experience, or understanding of Aboriginal culture.  

																																																								
1	UBC	MOOC:	URL	https://www.edx.org/course/reconciliation-through-indigenous-
education	
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Their desire to meet the needs of their Aboriginal students and community were strong, 

but many expressed that they did not know how or where to start.  

Incorporating Aboriginal pedagogy into Saskatchewan early childhood 

curriculum is important because it addresses the TRC’s (2015) calls to action to provide 

culturally appropriate programs, and to promote cultural understanding between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in Canada. Flewitt, Messer, and Kucirkova (2015) 

stated, “mental processes are viewed as social in origin and mediated through interaction 

using symbolic representations such as language and cultural artefacts” (p. 291). Based 

on a sociocultural framework, a major theme in my project is that a child’s development 

and learning cannot be separated from the context in which he or she is immersed. The 

context, in the case of my project, is being a part of Saskatchewan, which includes the 

history of its Indigenous peoples, the Aboriginal community and ways of knowing and 

being.  

Overview of the Theoretical Frameworks	

The theoretical frameworks guiding my project are Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-

cultural theory, Aboriginal pedagogy (Battiste, 1998), and place-based education (Sobel, 

2004. When discussing pedagogy, it is important to first recognize that all pedagogy and 

curriculum involves the cultural beliefs, values, languages and assumptions of the people 

who create it (Edwards, 2003). My examination of how to implement Aboriginal 

pedagogy in early childhood classrooms begins with a socio-cultural theoretical 

framework.  

I draw from Vygotsky (1978), Edwards (2003), Fleer (2002), and Sanchez (1999) 

to better understand socio-cultural theory and how it is applicable in early childhood 
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programs today. I use socio-cultural theory as a guide for this capstone project, which 

considers local culture, context, and relationships specific to Aboriginal pedagogy in 

Saskatchewan, and how this can be incorporated into early childhood classrooms. 

 Aboriginal pedagogy does not have a specific theorist who is credited (which is a 

Western concept), however, Aboriginal knowledge and pedagogy does exist in its own 

right (Battiste, 2002). I draw from Battiste (2002), Hare (2012), and First Nations Early 

Childhood Development Council (FNECDC), 2009 to explore what Aboriginal pedagogy 

is and how it can be implemented into Saskatchewan early childhood classrooms. 

 I draw on Sobel (2004), Bartholomaeus (2006), and Gruenewald (2003) to 

explore place-based education, which connects to, and learns from, the history, culture, 

language, and environment of place, and its importance in Aboriginal pedagogy. 

 I also draw from the SEL framework (CASEL, 2012) to examine the significance 

of SEL in early childhood education. I will additionally examine one of the core 

competencies of the SEL framework (CASEL, 2012), specifically looking at empathy 

and how it can be used to support intercultural understanding as it relates to Aboriginal 

pedagogy. 

Introduction to the Review of the Literature 

 In the review of the literature I first introduce the TRC recommendations, to then 

explore four aspects of Aboriginal pedagogy and how Aboriginal pedagogy connects to 

place-based education, and SEL. The first aspect I examine is the importance of 

relationships with family and community (Ball & Simpkins, 2004; Hare & Anderson, 

2010). Next, I explore experiential learning (Preston et al., 2011), language and oral 

storytelling (Hare, 2012; Moore & MacDonald, 2013), and relationship with the land 
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(Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005; Johnson, 2012). I then review the literature on how to 

engage Aboriginal pedagogy with place-based education (Chartrand, 2012; Gruenewald, 

2003) and with SEL (Ngai & Koehn, 2010) specifically focusing on the SEL components 

of social awareness (Bond & Hauf, 2004) and empathy (Findlay, Girardi, & Coplan, 

2006; Geagnu, 2015; Trembley, Gokiert, Georgis, Edwards, & Skyrypnek, 2013). I 

expand on these topics in Chapter 2 in the review of the literature. 

Purpose, Significance, and Guiding Question 

The purpose of this capstone project is to conduct a review of the literature 

focusing on what Aboriginal pedagogy is, and different aspects of it, such as place-based 

education, and SEL. Through this review I identify and provide resources of knowledge 

and theory of Aboriginal pedagogy in order to guide Saskatchewan early childhood 

educators who wish to incorporate Aboriginal pedagogy into early childhood curriculum. 

Considering the dearth of resources available for early childhood educators, the 

anticipated significance of my project is that educators will have a better understanding 

of how to implement Aboriginal pedagogy in the curriculum. This project offers 

theoretical frameworks and knowledge for early childhood educators to begin 

implementing Aboriginal pedagogy into curriculum or programs. Educators will also 

have access to more resources online through a website that I created. Given that 

Aboriginal children are the fastest growing demographic in Saskatchewan, and the TRC 

(2015) has called for culturally relevant early childhood programs, the question guiding 

my investigation is “What are ways in which Aboriginal pedagogy can be implemented 

into early childhood (Pre K – K) programs in Saskatchewan, Canada?” 
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Summary 

In Chapter 1, I outlined my topic, key terms, and explained my purpose and 

rationale for this topic. I introduced the theoretical frameworks that guided my project, 

and the methods and approaches associated with it. I also introduced my guiding 

question. In Chapter 2, I provide a brief overview of the review of the literature on 

Aboriginal pedagogy, place-based education, and Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) 

to illustrate how early childhood educators can implement Aboriginal pedagogy into their 

curriculums and classrooms. In Chapter 3, I draw implications from the theory and the 

literature in order to explore what curriculum and lessons are currently being used in 

Saskatchewan to incorporate Aboriginal pedagogy into early childhood classrooms and 

any problems that have arisen. And lastly, in Chapter 4 I include my reflections and 

discuss implications for future research and practice.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I define socio-cultural theory and how it relates to Aboriginal 

pedagogy. I explain what Aboriginal pedagogy is and why it is important to consider in 

early childhood curriculum and classrooms.  I then define what place-based education is 

and how it can be linked to Aboriginal pedagogy.  I provide an overview of the literature 

pertaining to Aboriginal pedagogy, place-based education, SEL, and empathy.  

Socio-Cultural Theory 

The theoretical framework guiding my project is Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural 

theory. Vygotsky argued that human development process is rooted, not only in 

biological origin, but also in cultural contexts. This includes the tools and language of the 

culture in which the child is born and how it interacts and influences a child’s 

development and learning. Vygotsky stressed that a child’s socio-cultural history is an 

integral part of child development and learning. Vygotsky wrote “in order to study 

development in children, one must begin with an understanding of the dialectical unity of 

two principally different lines [the biological and the cultural], to adequately study this 

process, then, an experimenter must study both components and the laws which govern 

their interlacement at each stage of a child’s development” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 123).  

Socio-cultural theory can then be defined as the interaction between people and the 

culture in which they live.  

Socio-cultural theory situates the child in a social and cultural context in which 

development takes places (Edwards, 2003; Fleer, 2002; Sanchez, 1999). Socio-cultural 

theory acknowledges the importance of interactions and relationships, positioning the 

child’s family context and culture as a central part of a child’s education and 
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development (Ntuli, Nyarambi, & Traore, 2014; Sanchez, 1999). When viewing socio-

cultural theory from an Aboriginal pedagogical perspective, one realizes that socio-

cultural theory shares the same beliefs about the connectedness of children to their 

families and culture, and how learning and development takes place within this 

connectedness and relationships with others. It is through this understanding of how 

socio-cultural contexts affect child development and learning that I approach my project 

on incorporating Aboriginal pedagogy into early childhood classrooms and curriculum.  

Pedagogical Approaches and Frameworks 

In this section I present a review of the literature related to Aboriginal pedagogy 

with the purpose of shedding light on the significance and potential for implementation in 

early childhood.  This section includes research and findings that contribute to 

understanding interconnected aspects of Aboriginal pedagogy, including place-based 

education, and SEL.  This research also provides potential possibilities on how 

Aboriginal pedagogy can be incorporated into curriculum in order to create culturally 

appropriate early childhood programs. 

Aboriginal Pedagogy 

Although it is difficult to define Aboriginal pedagogy, as each Nation has their 

own specific teachings, there are some commonalities that can be used. Hare (2012) 

described Aboriginal pedagogy as “learning processes that are social, inter-generational, 

holistic, oral- and narrative-based, and experiential” (p. 392). With this definition in 

mind, I explore four aspects of Aboriginal pedagogy: Relationships within family and 

community, experiential learning, language and oral storytelling, and relationship with 

the land.  I recognize that there are many ways that Aboriginal pedagogy can be 
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incorporated into early childhood curriculum and classrooms; however, for the scope of 

this project, in the review of the literature, I focus on these four aspects. 

In Aboriginal pedagogy, in terms of relationships with family and community, 

children are viewed as sacred and are the heart of the family, community, and Nation 

(FNECDC, 2009). Children and the education of children are viewed holistically where 

the whole child (spiritual, mental, physical, and emotional) is acknowledged and each 

child is viewed as having capacities and gifts to contribute to the community (FNECDC, 

2009). Aboriginal pedagogy includes learning through interactions and relationships with 

others. The principles of Aboriginal knowledge stresses “interaction, reciprocity, respect, 

and non-interference” (Battiste, 1998, p. 24). According to FNECDC (2009), Aboriginal 

pedagogy focuses on relationships (with people, nature and the land, and spiritual worlds) 

and each member has certain roles and responsibilities within the community. 

Aboriginal pedagogy values experiential learning.  This includes hands-on 

instruction in traditional skills based on a child’s evolving capacities and gifts, with 

limited questioning, instruction or intervention (Battiste, 2002).  Children observe, listen, 

and participate with minimal instruction in order to learn new skills and knowledge 

(Battiste, 2002). Including experiential learning opportunities by observing adults and 

Elders doing meaningful tasks is an important part of Aboriginal pedagogy.  

Aboriginal pedagogy includes Aboriginal language and cultural knowledge passed down 

from Elders through stories, which is an essential aspect of Aboriginal education 

(Battiste, 2002; FNECDC, 2009).  Aboriginal language is a critical link to Aboriginal 

knowledge through oral tradition (Battiste, 1998). Stories convey and teach knowledge 
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about cultural teachings that have been passed on from generation to generation, where 

“teachings flow from stories” (Greenwood & Leeuw, 2007, p. 48).   

Many different ways of knowing and being exist, and Aboriginal peoples have 

their own values and way of living that is connected to the land (Hare, 2012). This 

Aboriginal way of knowing is manifest in the way Aboriginal children view and make 

sense of the world. A fundamental principle of Aboriginal knowledge is the social 

relationship with others, including the land (Hare, 2012). Land and community are valued 

resources of knowledge, where meaning is made through the interaction with these 

resources. 

Place-Based Education 

In Chapter 1, I highlighted place-based education as integral to Aboriginal 

pedagogy. Place-based education is defined as using the local community and 

environment to learn concepts, knowledge, and skills through experiential and hands on 

learning (Sobel, 2004). Place-based learning, sometimes also referred to as place-

conscious learning, envelops all aspects of place, its nature, environment, history, culture, 

and language(s). Bartholomaeus (2006) explored place-based learning, and defined it as 

utilizing resources outside the school walls to benefit student learning, to connect school 

learning to everyday experiences, and to be consciously concerned with what is 

happening in the place and community where the students are. Gruenewald (2003) argued 

that place and culture are deeply intertwined. However, he believed our relationship with 

place has been ignored by the educational system and he defined place-conscious 

education as a way to expand our notions of pedagogy, and a means to break down the 

divide that separates schools from the outside living world.   
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Place-based learning aims to include teachers and students in the experience of 

local culture and the political systems that influence the shaping and understanding of 

what happens there (Gruenwald, 2008). It includes any pedagogy, which will extend 

engagement into local communities. This includes experiential learning, environmental 

education, community-based education, and Aboriginal education, among others 

(Gruenwald, 2008). Place-based learning or place-conscious learning is expanding the 

pedagogy of education outside school walls, and acknowledges the place, the history and 

community in which we live and of which we are a part. I explore the research related to 

place-based education and its relationship with Aboriginal pedagogy in the Review of the 

Literature section. 

Social and Emotional Learning Framework 

As introduced in Chapter 1, The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 

Emotional Learning (CASEL) defined social and emotional learning (SEL) as “the 

process through which children and adults acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, 

attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve 

positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive 

relationships, and make responsible decisions” (CASEL, 2012, p. 4).  CASEL (2012) 

identified five interconnected competency clusters that make up their social and 

emotional learning (SEL) framework: Self-awareness, Self-management, Social 

awareness, Relationship skills, and Responsible decision-making. Self-awareness 

includes recognizing one’s emotions, values, and thoughts and recognizing one’s own 

strengths and limitations. Self-management includes regulating one’s own emotions and 

behaviors in different situations, self-discipline, and self-motivation. Social awareness 
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includes perspective taking and empathizing with others from diverse backgrounds. 

Relationship skills include maintaining healthy relationships through the ability to 

communicate clearly, engage socially, and participate in teamwork. And lastly, 

Responsible decision-making includes making constructive choices through identifying 

problems, analyzing situations, solving problems, and reflecting on consequences of 

actions. 

Review of the Literature 

 In the following review of the literature, I begin with a description of the TRC 

document and connections to the SEL framework in order to support Aboriginal 

pedagogy. I explore current research on four aspects of Aboriginal pedagogy: The 

importance of relationships with family and community, the use of experiential learning, 

language and storytelling as a mode of literacy and passing on cultural lessons, and 

relationship with the land. I then examine the relationship between Aboriginal pedagogy 

and place-based education. Finally I examine the role of SEL, particularly in teaching 

empathy for mutual respect and cultural understanding, and it’s relationship with 

Aboriginal pedagogy. 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) Calls to Action 

Within the SEL framework, a key issue in Canada is addressing the social and 

emotional consequences of Residential schools. The government of Canada was ordered 

to form the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) as a result of the 

2007 class action settlement on the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement 

(Government of Canada, n.d.). The TRC was created to facilitate reconciliation with 

former students, their families, and their communities. The members of the TRC spent six 
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years travelling across Canada and hearing more than 6,500 accounts of experiences at 

Residential schools (Government of Canada, n.d.). In 2015, the TRC presented its 

findings in its final report, which included ninety-four “calls to action”.   

One of the TRC’s (2015) calls to action on education is to “Build[ing] student 

capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect” (p. 7). This 

particular call to action relates directly to the Social Awareness competency cluster of 

CASEL (2012), which emphasizes the capacity to take other’s perspectives and to 

empathize with others from diverse backgrounds. For the scope of this project I will 

focus on one Self Awareness skill, empathy, which is an important skill to instill when 

teaching cultural sensitivity to both non-Aboriginal children and Aboriginal children.  

As the TRC (2015) recommended, it is important for all children in Canada to 

understand Aboriginal culture and history in order for non-Aboriginal people to 

empathize with Aboriginal people’s experiences and build mutual respect. Therefore, 

empathy is an important skill to teach all children when incorporating Aboriginal 

pedagogy into early childhood classrooms, especially when introducing the history of 

Residential schools in Canada. 

Relationships with Family and Community  

 Ball and Simpkins (2004) interviewed early childhood graduates, administrators, 

parents, and community Elders in order to gain a deeper understanding of how Aboriginal 

knowledge can be integrated into early childhood practice. Indigenous knowledge was 

defined as knowledge within a local cultural community that is not only tied to place, but 

also to relationships and ways of being that change over time. Through these interviews 

the authors found that parents and families play an important role in establishing a child’s 
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cultural identity by sharing their genealogy and “knowing who you are” (Ball & 

Simpkins, 2004, p. 494). Community Elders also played an important role in passing on 

cultural knowledge while maintaining relationships within the early childhood 

community. Ball and Simpkins (2004) concluded that the development of relationships 

between community members (early childhood educators, families, and community 

Elders) in creating and participating in childcare programs, resulted in reconnecting 

people with Aboriginal ways of knowing and being.   

In their study about Aboriginal children transitioning from home to early 

childhood centers, Hare and Anderson (2010) also noted the importance of relationships 

in Aboriginal pedagogy and how children live and learn from community Elders, 

grandparents, and extended family. Hare and Anderson interviewed Indigenous parents to 

explore their thoughts and feelings about the transition of their children from home to 

early childhood centers. The authors noted that many parents felt tension, due to the 

history of residential schools and the ‘sixties scoop’ (in the 1960’s many Aboriginal 

children were taken from their homes without consent and placed into the child welfare 

system), and how this has had an intergenerational impact on the parents and their 

children entering early childhood centers today. This tension points to the need for early 

childhood educators to understand the history of residential schools and the sixties scoop 

in Canada in order to support Aboriginal families entering early childhood centers. Hare 

and Anderson concluded that in order to support traditional values of relationships, early 

childhood educators should make an effort to build a relationship with the families and 

meet in family homes or in their communities, thus helping parents to become 

comfortable with sending their young children to school.  
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Experiential Learning  

In their review of the literature, Preston et al. (2011) explored the need for, and 

the importance of, Aboriginal early childhood education and the impact it has on a child’s 

academic and social development. The authors discussed Aboriginal pedagogy in terms 

of teachers increasing wait time for students to give answers, control over class pacing, 

and independence in student learning. In terms of experiential learning, the authors found 

that, from an Aboriginal perspective, learning is lived experiences through storytelling, 

cooperative learning, demonstrations, role-modeling, personal reflections, talking circles, 

and hands-on experiences (Preston et al., 2011, p. 8). They also suggested that a quality-

learning environment for Aboriginal children includes “feasts, cultural camps and 

Aboriginal ceremonies in which students actively participate” (Regnier, 1995 as cited in 

Preston et al., 2011, p. 8). An experiential learning environment is one where children 

can watch and emulate adults who are involved in meaningful activities. 

Language and Oral Storytelling  

 Hare (2012) looked at how indigenous knowledge contributes to young First 

Nations children’s literacy learning, specifically looking at children attending Aboriginal 

Head Start on Reserve (AHSOR) programs. Hare noted how families play a crucial role 

in the development of early literacy and how there are still discrepancies for children of 

minority backgrounds. When children’s language and literacy practices within their 

families differ from the literacy expectations of school, children do not succeed (Hare, 

2012). Hare explained that social-intergenerational settings, oral and narrative based 

language, holistic views, and experiential processes form indigenous knowledge systems. 

Theories of multi-modality propose that reading and writing are only a few ways of 
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making meaning, and that there is a whole range of literacies, including music, 

movement, images, speech and digital forms, that inform meaning (Hare, 2012).  

Hare (2012) provided examples of how oral story telling is the traditional way of 

sharing and transmitting knowledge where children in her study attended ceremonies and 

community events, which exposed them to speeches, stories, prayers, songs, and cultural 

dances.   These oral forms of Indigenous language exposed the children to a broad range 

of language and literacy that inform meaning in a different, multi-modal way, other than 

reading and writing.  

 Moore and MacDonald (2013) documented how the Halq'eméylem language was 

being preserved and spread by Elders, family members, and teachers in a Stó:lō First 

Nations community in British Columbia. In their review of the literature, which discussed 

how teachers at the Aboriginal Head Start Family Program communicated with Elders, 

Moore and MacDonald included the works of Archibald (2008) who emphasized the 

importance of referring to Elders for direction, recommendations, and confirmation of 

their teaching and storytelling. Moore and MacDonald also observed how the 

Halq'eméylem language was promoted through main traditional activities and practices 

that took place throughout the year. They drew from Carlson (2001), who highlighted 

how the cyclical seasons are a major part of the Stó:lō community’s spiritual and social 

life. Moore and MacDonald concluded that traditional language was best learned when 

Elders, along with teachers and parents, created a learning environment that facilitated a 

range of literacy practices, including learning in a circle, using books, print, and 

computer games, as well as traditional protocols, drumming and songs. 
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Relationship with the Land  

Relationship with nature and the land is a crucial part of Aboriginal knowing and 

being.  In their theoretical article discussing learning processes within diverse knowledge 

systems, Barnhardt and Kawagley (2005) noted the need for effective implementation of 

Aboriginal pedagogy in classrooms today and explored the issues that emerge when 

reconnecting education, particularly science, to a sense of place and its cultural practices.  

Barnhardt and Kawagley explained how Indigenous education is “carefully constructed 

around observing natural processes, adapting modes of survival, obtaining sustenance 

from the plants and animal world, and using natural materials to make their tools and 

implements” (p. 10).  Barnhardt and Kawagley emphasized how Indigenous knowledge 

stems from direct experience with the natural world and the land in which they live.  

In Johnson’s (2012) theoretical article about place-based knowledge, Johnson also 

discussed Aboriginal people’s connection to the land and how it has influenced the 

histories, languages, philosophies, and sciences of Aboriginal knowledge.  Johnson 

argued that a critical pedagogy of place is needed in order to decolonize thinking and see 

alternative ways of viewing the world.  He also noted how Aboriginal knowledge systems 

acknowledge place, its history and how place shapes who we are.  Johnson further 

explained that place-based pedagogy acknowledges history, place, culture, and language, 

which are often ignored in Western scientific views.  He argued that returning to a place-

based pedagogy would include Aboriginal worldviews, and proposed that this would 

involve returning names of places to their original Indigenous names. Johnson concluded 

that learning stories about place would protect and encourage Indigenous language skills.  
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Engaging Aboriginal Pedagogy with Place-Based Education 

Place-based learning is acknowledging the place, community, and culture where 

one lives. Place-based education is important to consider when discussing Aboriginal 

pedagogy, as place, culture, and self are all connected. In his theoretical article on place-

conscious education, Gruenewald (2003) drew from Basso (1996), discussing how the 

Western Apache in New Mexico, USA connect mind, spirit, and principles to places, to 

specific place names, and to stories that explain the relationships between people and 

between people and places. Places themselves are products of culture (Gruenewald, 2003, 

p. 626). Place-based learning offers a different perspective from the euro-centric lens our 

current education system supports. In his later theoretical work about critical pedagogy of 

place, Gruenewald (2008) argued that a further benefit of place-based education increases 

student interest and understanding in many different areas of learning, as well as 

encourages students to look at the world through a multidiscipline, experiential, and 

intergenerational perspective (p. 315).   

In her theoretical article on Anishinaabe pedagogy, Chartrand (2012) 

acknowledged the work on Aboriginal education currently implemented in the public 

system across Canada, but challenged the understanding of Aboriginal education that is 

currently being taught in Manitoba. Chartrand drew from her Anishinaabe cultural stories 

in hopes of creating understanding of Anishinaabe pedagogy and the importance of 

maintaining a place-conscious lens in Aboriginal education. In her discussion, Chartrand 

(2012) reminded educators that there are many distinctions between local First Nations’ 

cultures and the general system of Aboriginal education. Moreover, Chartrand asserted 



	 21	

that educators must be place-conscious and to research local protocols and stories specific 

to their own communities when teaching Aboriginal education. 

Aboriginal pedagogy and the strong beliefs about relationships with the land, 

understanding the history of place, and developing relationships with others in the 

community, influence children’s attitudes and interpersonal relationships, thus 

emphasizing aspects of Social and Emotional Learning (SEL). 

Engaging Aboriginal Pedagogy with Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) 

 Ngai and Koehn (2010) conducted a study for a period of two years at a primary 

school in Missoula, Montana, looking at the cognitive and attitudinal gains place-based 

education has to offer.  The study occurred at a school located next to a Salish and Pend 

d’Oreille reservation. The school was majority Caucasian, with some Aboriginal 

students. At the beginning of the study, a survey was given to all students.  Another 

school close by was also surveyed for comparison. Teachers where the study was taking 

place were encouraged to use multicultural and intercultural education to implement a 

place-based education program.  The school developed a relationship with Elders and 

teachers from the neighboring reservation, and collaborated with them to develop a 

curriculum and lessons about the local tribes, the history, culture and language.  As part 

of the new curriculum, Elders made regular visits to the school and to each classroom. 

Fieldtrips to the reservation were included as an important part of place-based learning 

(Ngai & Koehn, 2010). This study found that primary students (K- Grade 5) gained in 

both cognitive and attitudinal areas over the two-year period, and interpersonal 

relationships developed between Aboriginal children and Caucasian students. Attitudes 

towards indigenous cultures had changed, in that children identified that although 
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Aboriginal people came from different backgrounds (cultural, social-economical) they 

were still people and could be good friends (Ngai & Koehn, 2010).  The authors 

concluded that through building relationships with Elders and Indigenous knowledge 

keepers, the children had increased their cultural understanding and respect for 

Aboriginal culture and people. 

Social Awareness and Aboriginal Pedagogy 

Aboriginal pedagogy views children holistically, focusing not only on their 

physical, intellectual, and spiritual development, but also on children’s social and 

emotional development. Social and emotional development, from an Aboriginal 

pedagogical lens, focuses particularly on building healthy relationships (Hare, 2012) and 

respecting themselves and others (Tremblay et al., 2013). Aboriginal pedagogy places the 

child as connected in relationships with others, and these relationships are based on an 

understanding of inter-relatedness and respect (Battiste, 1998).  Within the SEL 

framework, building healthy relationships falls under the category of Social Awareness, 

which is defined as “the ability to take the perspective of and empathize with others, 

including those from diverse backgrounds and cultures” (CASEL, 2012, p. 9). Social 

awareness acknowledges the importance of teaching children the interconnectedness we 

have with others, including those who are from different cultures and backgrounds.   

Drawing from Bond and Hauf (2004), researchers have deemed it important for 

educators to understand how to implement SEL in the classroom. In their review of the 

literature examining effective intervention programs, Bond and Hauf analyzed a number 

of intervention programs aimed at different aspects of SEL, and found that there are 

certain characteristics that make intervention programs effective. One of these 
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characteristics is cultural sensitivity. Bond and Hauf argued that cultural sensitivity is an 

essential characteristic of effective programs and that community based programs “can 

address the particular historical conditions of the community for which they are designed 

and thereby build on the specific strengths of their specific community” (p. 210).  This 

conclusion underlines the importance of incorporating Aboriginal pedagogy in 

classrooms and curriculum.   

Empathy. As noted by Bond and Hauf (2004), in order for children to develop 

healthy relationships and intercultural understanding, empathy is required. In Geangu's 

(2015) theoretical article about the development of empathy in young children, she 

explored what empathy is and the processes involved in the development of empathy in 

the first years of life. Geangu described empathy as the ability to feel with others, which 

requires a level of awareness of one’s own emotions and the emotions of others. In order 

to feel empathy, one must be able to recognize and regulate one’s own feelings, and be 

aware of the differences between one’s own emotions and the emotions of others 

(Geangu, 2015). When feelings for others are regulated, emotions can lead to an 

empathetic response, including sympathy and pro-social behavior.  When feelings for 

others are not regulated and become too intense, it can lead to empathetic distress, 

resulting in withdrawal and a focus on self (Geangu, 2015). 

 Findlay, Girardi, and Coplan (2006) examined social behavior and social 

understanding of empathetic and low-empathetic children in order to gain a better 

understanding of empathy. In Findlay et al.’s study, 136 Kindergarten and Grade 1 

students participated where 92% were identified as Caucasian, while the other 8% were 

unidentified. Parents filled out a ratings form about different aspects of social behavior 
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(aggressive, shy, and pro-social behavior) of their children, followed by interviews with 

the children. During the interviews, children were presented with hypothetical vignettes 

depicting children behaving in a variety of ways with peers. The results from this study 

suggested that empathetic children had a more developed social understanding than their 

less empathic peers. Findlay et al. (2006) concluded that it is important for educators to 

promote empathy in order to improve children’s social functioning within their peer 

group.   

Tremblay et al. (2013) also found that emotional wellness and empathy is in an 

important part of Aboriginal pedagogy. In Tremblay et al.’s (2013) qualitative 

community based study, 37 Aboriginal participants consisting of parents, university 

students, youth, and an Elder, took part in focus groups to discuss what skills, resources, 

and strategies are needed for healthy social and emotional development in the early years.  

Through these discussions, five interconnected themes emerged: cultural wellness, 

emotional wellness, mental wellness, social wellness, and strong identity (p. 3).  

Emotional wellness included developing the capacity for love, empathy, and 

understanding. Love, empathy and understanding were considered by participants to be 

crucial for young Aboriginal children to develop as these were seen as necessary for 

acquiring positive self-esteem, for healing past hurts and learning to forgive, for better 

relating to others and for building positive relationships (Tremblay et al., 2013). 

As the TRC (2015) recommended, it is important for all children in Canada to 

understand Aboriginal culture and history in order for non-Aboriginal children to 

empathize and have a stronger intercultural understanding with Aboriginal children, and 

to build mutual respect. The findings summarized by Findlay et al. (2006) and Tremblay 
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et al. (2013) in this review of the literature, confirm that empathy is an important skill to 

teach all children, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, when incorporating Aboriginal 

pedagogy into early childhood classrooms. In Chapter 3, the next chapter, I outline and 

describe my connections between theory, research, and practice.  
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CHAPTER 3: CONNECTING THEORY TO PRACTICE	

In Chapter 3, I link the three TRC (2015) calls to action outlined in Chapter 1 to 

the literature reviewed. First, I connect the theory and literature reviewed with practical 

examples in which to develop culturally appropriate early childhood programs for 

Aboriginal families. I draw from the literature reviewed to emphasize the need for 

educators to develop background knowledge and to learn the history and culture of place.  

I connect my own personal experiences as a parent and teacher in the local public school 

system, as well as from examples of teachers implementing culturally appropriate 

programs, which include Aboriginal culture, history, and pedagogy into their classrooms.  

Next, based on the review of literature, I provide practical examples of how early 

childhood educators are building student capacity for intercultural understanding and 

mutual respect through place-based education and children’s literature. Lastly, I describe 

how I have chosen to share information and best practices through the website2 I have 

developed, as well as through a workshop I have presented in March, 2018 for the first 

time. 

Developing Culturally Appropriate Early Childhood Programs for Aboriginal 

Families 

Although I was living and teaching abroad for 16 years, and I am not currently 

working in the school system, for the past four years, I have had experience as a parent of 

a child in the local public school system. I have had the opportunity to observe how and 

when Aboriginal history, culture, and pedagogy were (or were not) introduced at school.  

I have found, from both a teacher’s and a parent’s perspective, that although 

																																																								
2	Our	Spirits	Soar.	URL:	www.ourspiritssoar.com	
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Saskatchewan has a high Aboriginal student population, the curriculum continues to be 

centered on Western understandings (Battiste, 2002). I have found that not much progress 

has been made since I last taught in the Regina Public School system in 1998. This 

finding strongly resonates with the three TRC (2015) calls to action that I introduced in 

Chapter 1. These calls to action require those in government and education to broaden 

curriculum to include culturally relevant values and perspectives that are currently 

lacking. In order to expand educators’ capacity to develop culturally appropriate 

programs in Saskatchewan, it is necessary to have foundational knowledge of Aboriginal 

pedagogy, as well as background history about Aboriginal people and culture (Hare & 

Anderson, 2010). As described in Chapter 2, a socio-cultural lens acknowledges 

relationships and culture as central to children’s development (Ntuli et al, 2014).  

Building Background Knowledge 

As recommended in the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, it is beneficial for early 

childhood educators to have background knowledge on Aboriginal culture, history, and 

pedagogy (Hare and Anderson, 2010), that can then be used to support cultural sensitivity 

(Bond & Hauf, 2004) and intercultural understanding (Ngai & Koehn, 2010), as called on 

by the TRC (2015). Using this foundational knowledge, Aboriginal worldviews and 

understanding can be implemented into the curriculum. In doing so, and resonating with 

Preston et al.’s (2011) findings, I anticipate that this will not only enhance the curriculum 

but will also enhance the quality of the program for all children.  

When I began my B.Ed. at university, I was pleased to find that the Saskatchewan 

provincial K-12 curriculum required First Nations and Métis content to be included into 

Social Studies units. However, in 1997, when I was teaching in a core community school 
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(K-8) in Regina, I noticed that most of the First Nations and Métis content were in the 

form of Art projects that did not give children background knowledge about specific 

cultures or protocols that might be involved in the projects. I have since noted, when 

visiting my son’s first school he attended four years ago, that few changes had taken 

place. The ability to deeply inquire into Aboriginal worldviews and knowledge largely 

depended on the teacher’s own understanding and relationship with Aboriginal people. 

Only a basic guideline is suggested by Saskatchewan provincial curriculum in terms of 

Treaty Education3. I concur with Battiste’s (1998) findings that although there is an effort 

to include Aboriginal knowledge and history into the curriculum, it continues to be 

considered an “other” view of the world, that is, secondary to the values of mainstream, 

Eurocentric knowledge.   

In order for early childhood educators to deepen their understanding of Aboriginal 

culture, history, and pedagogy, it is essential to consider the local socio-cultural context 

(Edwards, 2003). In Saskatchewan, the Office of the Treaty Commissioner4 provides 

speakers who travel around the province in order to educate residents of Saskatchewan 

about treaties and how to improve relations between all communities. I attended one of 

those talks and found it extremely valuable in learning about the history of treaties and 

residential schools specific to Saskatchewan. This example speaks to Chartrand’s (2012) 

position of maintaining a place-conscious lens in Aboriginal education in order to fully 

understand local knowledge and history. 

																																																								
3	The	Saskatchewan	Kindergarten	Curriculum	(2010)	has	First	Nations	and	Metis	
content	in	the	Art	and	Social	Studies	strands,	with	Social	Studies	focusing	on	Treaty	
Education.	
	
4	Office	of	the	Treaty	Commissioner:	URL	http://www.otc.ca/book_a_speaker.html	
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Culturally Appropriate Programming 

The TRC (2015) has called for culturally appropriate programming for Aboriginal 

families. This would require an understanding of Aboriginal pedagogy. Returning to the 

definition guiding this capstone project, Aboriginal pedagogy includes “learning 

processes that are social, inter-generational, holistic, oral-and narrative-based, and 

experiential” (Hare, 2012, p. 392). An excellent example of how to support educators in 

incorporating Aboriginal pedagogy into their programs is an early childhood document 

developed in British Columbia called “BC First Nations Early Childhood Development 

Framework”  (FNECDC, 2009) which explicitly explains BC First Nations view of early 

childhood, education, and pedagogy. This document also describes how colonialism and 

residential schools have negatively impacted First Nations families. This framework 

explicitly offers some suggestions for how to move forward, specifically focusing on 

relationships with family, community, and place (see Appendix A). I maintain, as 

suggested by FNECDC (2009), that young children can be taught about the place in 

which they live by building relationships with the people in their community, with nature, 

and with the history of their community. 

As mentioned earlier, Treaty education is infused in the Saskatchewan 

Kindergarten Social Studies curriculum, in the form of exploring concepts such as 

sharing, promises, and agreements in order to set a foundation for learning about Treaties. 

I had the opportunity to discuss with Ms. Anna Rose, a Kindergarten teacher, about an 

on-going lesson she has developed to teach Treaty Education (A. Rose, personal 

communication, 2017).  She uses a traditional Nehiyawak (Plains Cree) creation story 

and what she calls “Story of the Land” to explore life in Saskatchewan before, during, 
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and after newcomers arrived.  She reads Cree traditional creation stories, and explains to 

the children what Saskatchewan looked like in the past, using a diorama approach, to 

create the landscape.  She offers pieces of fabric, local flora to the children, such as 

pinecones and sticks, and real buffalo fur to create a prairie scene while discussing 

aspects of Cree culture, including traditional shelter and how Indigenous people have 

lived and continuing living off the land (see Figure 1).  This lesson is on-going, where the 

diorama changes as the lessons cover pre-contact, contact and treaties, and present day 

First Nations and Métis in Saskatchewan. She also uses children’s literature to introduce 

the history of Residential Schools to the children. This local Cree creation story example 

speaks to Chartrand’s (2012) position of including local Aboriginal stories into literacy 

areas, story time, and curriculum to incorporate place-conscious early childhood 

education.  

Figure 1: “Story of the Land”.  Photo permission granted 

by A. Rose  

This photo is of a diorama created by Kindergarten 

students about Saskatchewan pre-contact time, where 

First Nations lived off the land, and buffalo were a main 

source of food in the prairies.   

 

Building Children’s Capacity for Empathy, Intercultural Understanding, and 

Mutual Respect 

Socio-cultural theory, Aboriginal pedagogy, Place-based education, and SEL all 

consider developing relationships as an important factor in children’s learning. These 
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theories and framework conceptualize building relationships with others to include 

children’s parents, families, siblings, peers, Elders, and other knowledgeable community 

members. In my experience, the most memorable lessons included Elders who shared 

knowledge, stories, and songs with the children. However, I have also noticed, that 

sometimes in schools, it is a one off invitation, and a deep connection between the Elder 

and children is not developed. I support Ball and Simpkins’s (2004) notion that while 

“Aboriginal day” or “multicultural days” at school may provide some sort of intercultural 

understanding, the authors found that the opportunity to form a deep connection and learn 

specific knowledge that is held by certain Elders was limited. Therefore, it is 

recommended that inviting Elders, parents, or knowledgeable community members into 

the classroom might be better understood in terms of inviting to form a relationship, 

which would require organizing regular visits throughout the year (Ngai & Koehn, 2010).  

This can be done either through school administration, or on the educator’s own 

initiative. In the Regina Public School system there are Indigenous support teachers5 who 

can be called upon to assist with this. For programs that do not have access to an 

Indigenous support teacher, it would be necessary to develop relationships with 

Aboriginal community members on one’s own by connecting with local Indigenous 

organizations within one’s own community.  

I have become more aware of how the TRC’s (2015) recommendations to build 

children’s capacity for empathy, intercultural understanding and mutual respect (TRC, 

2015) includes teaching about First Nations and Métis in Saskatchewan, their 

																																																								
5	Indigenous	Advocate	Brochure:	URL	
http://www.rbe.sk.ca/sites/default/files/indigenous_advocate_brochure_elementar
y_0.pdf	
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worldviews, the history of the treaties, and experiences at residential schools.  When I 

have explained my project topic to educators, some have asked the question “Is teaching 

about the residential school experience in early childhood too early?  Is it an appropriate 

topic for young ones?”  I argue that the earlier we teach young children about Aboriginal 

culture and history, the better able these children will be able to express their ideas, 

thoughts, and feelings on this topic. In doing so, I echo the findings of Findlay et al. 

(2006) that it is important to promote empathy in young children to improve their social 

relationships with others.  

One stellar example of teaching about residential schools in early childhood can 

be found at a BC early childhood center, where one educator was inspired to respond to 

the TRC’s (2015) call to actions after taking the UBC online MOOC course mentioned in 

Chapter 16. In a CBC interview by McCue (2015), Kristen Webster explained how she 

uses place-based learning and children’s literature to explore First Nations culture and 

history in her community (see Appendix B). Using children’s literature, she taught young 

children in her care about the history of residential schools, drawing on their emotions to 

discuss feelings, rights, and fairness. Through place-based education and SEL, 

specifically focusing on feelings and empathizing with others, this educator was able to 

explore sensitive topics in an age appropriate manner. This example illustrates how 

teaching young children to take on other’s perspectives and empathize with people of 

diverse cultures promotes interconnectedness and intercultural understanding (Bond & 

Hauf, 2004), again lending support to the belief that teaching Aboriginal culture and 

																																																								
6	UBC	MOOC:	URL	https://www.edx.org/course/reconciliation-through-indigenous-
education	
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history, particularly about residential schools, to Pre K age children is possible and 

effective. This example also illustrates the effectiveness of using children’s literature to 

address difficult realities, such as the history of Residential Schools in Canada and to 

give children the vocabulary to express their feelings and understanding about the context 

and history of where they live.   

Description of Website: 

 “Our Spirits Soar: Responding to the TRC’s Calls to Action for Early Childhood” 

Classrooms 

Considering the TRC’s (2015) call to action on sharing information and best 

practices, I wanted to create a forum that could support information about Aboriginal 

history and culture in Saskatchewan, as well as provide current research on Aboriginal 

pedagogy and lesson plans in a multi-media format. Therefore, I chose to develop a 

website for this capstone project based on my own experience searching for information 

on this topic.  I found that there were no websites that addressed early childhood 

Aboriginal pedagogy specific to Saskatchewan. I believe that a website is the best tool to 

share this type of information, and was inspired to create a website where educators can 

easily find and share information and best practices.   

My website is guided by current research reviewed in this capstone project, 

documentation on Aboriginal pedagogy, and within the theoretical frameworks and 

methods mentioned in this paper (see Appendix C for a screen shot of the website 

homepage). This website provides a foundation for understanding Aboriginal 

worldviews, culture, and history in Saskatchewan for teachers to draw on when 

developing their own lessons. As well, the website provides one central location where 
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resources on Aboriginal history (including the history of residential schools and treaties 

in Saskatchewan), culture, and Aboriginal pedagogy that can be found.  It also includes 

lesson plans and an annotated bibliography of children’s literature (Pre K – K levels). It is 

designed to invite educators to discover Aboriginal ways of knowing and to help them 

implement Aboriginal pedagogy into the curriculum. It is my hope that this website will 

become a hub for teachers to easily access information about Saskatchewan Aboriginal 

culture and history. As well, in response to the TRC’s call to share best practices and 

resources, I also hope this website will become a hub where early childhood 

educators will share ideas, lesson plans, questions, and thoughts, as they explore 

this topic and seek new and effective ways to teach children about Aboriginal education, 

culture, and history in Saskatchewan. A summary of the web page content is provided in 

Table 1 with the headings for the webpages, connections to the TRC’s (2015) Calls to 

Action, and specific content for each heading and subpages. 

Table 1.  Overview of Website Pages and Content. 

Website page 
 

TRC Call to Action Content 

Home Sharing information and 
best practices 

Introduction, purpose, rational and blog postings 
 

About Me  Introduction to my cultural background, experiences, and 
thoughts about why this topic is important to me personally 
and professionally as a part of my capstone project at UBC 
M.Ed. in ECE.  
 

Treaties in 
Saskatchewan 

Developing culturally 
appropriate early 
childhood programs 

Treaties, link to the Saskatchewan government website, 
history of treaties, and the diverse First Nations that signed 
them.  Maps, visuals, and a video about the treaties signed 
in Saskatchewan. 
 

Residential 
Schools 

Developing culturally 
appropriate early 
childhood programs 
 
Building children’s 
capacity for empathy, 
intercultural 
understanding, and 

Introduces residential schools in Saskatchewan, maps and 
photos from the government website, as well as background 
information from the TRC’s website.   
 
Videos about the Residential School experience are also 
included. 
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mutual respect 
 

Aboriginal 
Pedagogy 

Developing culturally 
appropriate early 
childhood programs 
 
Building children’s 
capacity for empathy, 
intercultural 
understanding, and 
mutual respect 
 

Focuses on relationships with family and community, 
storytelling and language, experiential learning, and 
relationship with place. Videos that explain Aboriginal 
pedagogy, and each of those four aspects.   
 
A sub page addresses the value of inviting Elders into the 
classroom, and the protocols that are suggested by the 
Saskatchewan Ministry of Education. 

Lesson Plans Sharing information and 
best practices 
 
Building children’s 
capacity for empathy, 
intercultural 
understanding, and 
mutual respect 

Guidelines to determine respectful and culturally 
appropriate resources, the Saskatchewan Ministry of 
Education’s Guidelines, lesson plans.  
A sub page on children’s literature, connecting the SEL 
framework and children’s literature to teach children 
empathy and intercultural understanding, and includes three 
annotated bibliographies. A second sub page is on learning 
kits, where I provide a summary of the learning kits 
available and links to purchase. 
 

Professional 
Development 

Sharing information and 
best practices 

Blog, videos, books, PD workshops 

  

I also have the opportunity to present this website capstone project at the Think 

Indigenous Education Conference7 at the University of Saskatchewan. I am looking 

forward to sharing this research and the relevance of my journey gathering information 

for my website. I hope it will become a sharing site with a focus on responding to the 

TRC’s (2015) calls to action for early childhood educators. 

 In this chapter I connected theories, frameworks and literature reviewed in 

Chapter 2 to implementing Aboriginal pedagogy into early childhood curriculum. I 

brought awareness to pedagogical strategies that invite early childhood educators to 

deepen their knowledge and understanding of Aboriginal pedagogy, culture, and history.  

I have given examples of how educators are implementing Aboriginal pedagogy into 

early childhood programs. Finally, I described a website that I have developed so that 

																																																								
7	Think	Indigenous	Education	Conference:	URL	https://thinkindigenous.usask.ca/	
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educators can deepen their knowledge and understanding about the history of First 

Nations and Métis in Saskatchewan and that provides resources on how to implement 

Aboriginal pedagogy into the curriculum. In Chapter 4, I present my reflections on this 

project, further research directions, and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this final chapter I reflect on my investigation of how to incorporate Aboriginal 

pedagogy into early childhood programs.  I have always strongly believed in including 

Aboriginal knowledge and culture into programs in Saskatchewan. However, through this 

capstone project, it has become apparent to me the importance of building relationships 

(SEL), and learning through place-based education. In the literature reviewed, findings 

suggest that Aboriginal pedagogy, using place-based education and SEL framework to 

support young learners in learning Aboriginal history and culture in Saskatchewan, not 

only benefits Aboriginal children, but also benefits non-Indigenous children, thus 

building mutual respect and intercultural understanding, as called upon by the TRC 

(2015). In the following sections, I draw from the findings of the literature reviewed, as 

well as establish connections between theory and practice, to address my guiding 

question “What are ways in which Aboriginal pedagogy can be implemented into early 

childhood (Pre K – K) programs in Saskatchewan, Canada?” Finally, I also consider 

limitations of this particular project and outline some possibilities for future study and 

practice in this area. 

Reflection and Concluding Thoughts 

My capstone project has elaborated on the importance of incorporating Aboriginal 

pedagogy and ways in which it can be included in early childhood programs. The 

findings from the reviewed research have suggested that incorporating Aboriginal 

pedagogy, while drawing from place-based education and SEL, enhances early childhood 

programs (Preston et al., 2011). In considering my question on ways in which Aboriginal 

pedagogy can be implemented in early childhood, it became clear to me the necessity of 
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teacher background knowledge, developing sustainable relationships with Aboriginal 

families and Elders within the community, and using children’s literature to increase 

children’s learning, empathy, intercultural understanding and mutual respect.  

I have become aware of how important it is for educators to reflect on their own 

knowledge of Aboriginal pedagogy before implementing it into their programs, in order 

to ensure quality Aboriginal programming. I have realized that educators need to 

understand what they know, and what is unknown before they can consider ways to 

deepen their own understanding of Aboriginal knowledge and culture in their community, 

echoing Chartrand’s (2012) recommendations for educators to become aware of local 

Aboriginal culture. Once educators begin deepening their understanding on Aboriginal 

culture and history, they can consider how to weave this knowledge into their programs. 

As I investigated this topic to then highlight these aspects in my website, I found that 

there are many opportunities for teachers to learn more about Aboriginal culture and 

history. Free online courses are available, and websites and blogs can be found online. 

Workshops and conferences exist across Saskatchewan to assist educators in further 

understanding Aboriginal culture, history, treaties, and experiences in residential school. 

The problem I identified is that none of these resources are centrally located, and this 

need for a central location of resources specifically for Aboriginal pedagogy in early 

childhood, inspired me to create a website to address this problem. 

Along with deepening understanding of Aboriginal history and culture, I 

anticipate educators, including myself, will consider ways to build relationships with 

Elders or knowledgeable others in their community. I have become aware that it is 

through building long-lasting relationships that true learning and understanding can 
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begin.  Aboriginal pedagogy weaves place-based education and SEL together in a way 

that requires educators to think outside the classroom and integrate learning into the 

community.  I have always believed in the importance of inviting Elders into the 

classroom to share knowledge. Through the literature review it became clear to me that 

building relationships (Hare & Anderson, 2010; Ngai & Koehn, 2010) and learning the 

history in order to have background knowledge on which to build respectful relationships 

(Hare & Anderson, 2010; Johnson, 2012), are key aspects to understand local Aboriginal 

culture and pedagogy (Chartrand, 2010; Hare & Anderson, 2010). Therefore, I included a 

sub-page on my website outlining protocols for inviting Elders.  

While exploring what resources are available for early childhood educators to 

teach Aboriginal pedagogy, I found a number of children’s books about Aboriginal 

culture and history that can assist educators in implementing Aboriginal pedagogy into 

early childhood classrooms. Early childhood educators already have the skills to use 

children’s literature and these skills can be transferred to introducing Aboriginal 

pedagogy and SEL topics. Most, if not all, early childhood educators read children’s 

books to their class already. All that is required is for educators to thoughtfully consider 

using children’s books to introduce SEL concepts such as Social Awareness (CASEL, 

2012). Excellent books are available that introduce Aboriginal culture and the experience 

of residential schools, which can be used to teach young children empathy (see Appendix 

D). On my website, I have included three annotated bibliographies that introduce 

Aboriginal culture, history, residential school experience, and present day events, along 

with suggestions on how they can be used to draw on SEL. 
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Overall, my review of the literature has shown that teaching Aboriginal culture 

and history is not only important for Aboriginal early childhood learners, but also for 

non-Indigenous children as well. By implementing Aboriginal pedagogy, which includes 

place-based education, and drawing from a SEL framework, children gain a better 

understanding of the context in which they live. I anticipate that this will change the way 

I approach building relationships with families and Elders I invite into the classroom, by 

focusing on building meaningful, sustainable relationships. I also anticipate more place-

based education to occur in my program, where children feel integrated and a part of a 

community. 

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Study and Practice 

This project was limited in scope to Pre K and Kindergarten, and did not consider 

the importance of Aboriginal pedagogy in upper elementary school or high school.  

Preston et al. (2011) noted that many K-12 schools across Saskatchewan are currently 

incorporating strategies to support Aboriginal student learning, while Barnhardt and 

Kawagley (2005) discussed the need for Aboriginal pedagogy to integrate with science 

within schools.   

In addition, I focused on only four aspects of Aboriginal pedagogy (relationship 

with family and community, language and oral storytelling, experiential learning, and 

relationship with land) and did not consider other aspects of Aboriginal pedagogy, 

including reciprocity and non-interference (Battiste, 1998) and inter-generational learning 

(Hare, 2012), which would benefit early childhood programs.  This project was also 

limited in scope to implementing Aboriginal pedagogy into early childhood programs in 
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Saskatchewan, because it is too broad in scope to cover all Indigenous pedagogy across 

Canada.   

Recommendations for future study and practice. I found that there is a vast 

amount of research and resources on Aboriginal pedagogy for upper elementary, middle 

school, and high school; however, a need exists for more research focused on early 

childhood. Due to the dearth of research available on this topic in the early years, and 

drawing from the findings of the literature reviewed and from my connections to practice, 

I propose that it is important that future investigations examine what are effective ways to 

implement Aboriginal pedagogy into early childhood programs in Saskatchewan. I 

believe it would be beneficial to investigate the use of Aboriginal pedagogy and the 

impact it may have on children’s later schooling and social and emotional development. 

Further, it would be valuable to study effective practices in Aboriginal pedagogy focused 

on oral storytelling and multimodality literacy learning. 

Another important area I recommend for future study is on how Aboriginal 

pedagogy is being implemented in Aboriginal Head Start (AHS) programs across the 

country, including Saskatchewan.  Hare (2012), Moore and MacDonald (2013), and 

Preston et al. (2011) mentioned AHS in their studies; however, specific information on 

the different aspects of the program is limited.  I advocate for further study on the 

impacts of AHS in order to further understand effective practices for implementation to 

meet the needs of Aboriginal families. 

Finally, I recommend that additional investigation is conducted that is specifically 

focused on place-based learning in early childhood.  Investigating how to implement 

place-based pedagogy in early childhood education, including Indigenous culture and 
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language, would be beneficial.  There is limited research on how place-based education 

supports Aboriginal pedagogy, and more is needed situated within the Saskatchewan 

context.  

Recommendations for practice. Based on the review of the research on 

implementing Aboriginal pedagogy in early childhood programs, I believe a need exists 

for pre-service, and for in-service education on the topic of Aboriginal culture, 

worldviews, history, and pedagogy.  This would also include training on place-based 

education and SEL.  A need also exists for further support systems for educators who 

want to implement Aboriginal pedagogy into their programs, but who are unsure of 

where to start.  I suggest that administrators and educators support each other by sharing 

lessons, books, courses, workshops, videos, and websites they find useful, in order to 

build a supportive network, as called on by the TRC’s (2015) call to action to share best 

practices. 

In sum, I consider Aboriginal pedagogy not as an “other” add-on to early 

childhood programs, but rather a pedagogy that can be woven into current early 

childhood practices, in order to support both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal young 

learners in Saskatchewan, and hopefully elsewhere in Canada. I am hopeful that my 

website and my presentation at the Think Indigenous Education Conference will inspire 

early childhood educators to incorporate Aboriginal pedagogy into their programs so that 

young learners will have a deeper understanding of the place in which they live, the local 

Aboriginal knowledge, history, and pedagogy, and as a result develop capacity for 

empathy, intercultural understanding, and mutual respect, which will further 

reconciliation, as called for by the TRC (2015).   
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APPENDIX A 

Screen shots of pages 20, 21, and 22 of the BC First Nations Early Childhood 

Development Framework (FNECDC, 2009). 
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APPENDIX B 

Screen shot of CBC News Video and story about a Vancouver early childhood 

educator who teaches young children about First Nations culture and the history of 

residential schools. URL http://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/vancouver-daycare-

teaches-residential-schools-1.3243358 
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APPENDIX C 

 Screen shots of my website homepage URL www.ourspiritssoar.com  
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About Me Web Page 
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Socio-cultural Context in Which We Live/Treaties in Saskatchewan Web Page 
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Residential Schools Web Page 
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Aboriginal Pedagogy Web Page 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 64	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 65	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 66	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 67	

 

Inviting Elders Sub-page 
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APPENDIX D 

This is an annotated bibliography of children’s books that I compiled for my 

ECED 531 final paper.  A condensed version of this bibliography is on the children’s 

literature subpage on my website. 

Annotated Bibliography of Aboriginal Children’s Books 

Bouchard, D. (2006). Nokum is my Teacher. Markham, ON: Red Deer Press 

 This book is a poetic dialogue between the author and his Nokum 

(grandmother), where the author is questioning why he has to go to school and 

read when he would rather be outside exploring nature, or listening to traditional 

drummers drum and sing.  He wonders if knowledge outside the reserve has any 

value to his way of life. His Nokum explains how reading opens up so many 

possibilities, even though she never learned to read.  She skillfully questions him 

and guides him to understand the importance of learning about the world around 

him, while maintaining and respecting his own culture on the reserve. In the end 

the author is determined to learn as much as he can, through reading. 

 This book is in both English and Cree, and comes with an audio recording 

of David Bouchard reading the story accompanied by the drumming group 

Northern Cree.  This story is both poetic and thoughtful, questioning the 

importance of school and reading when he would rather be on the reserve 

practicing and learning about his own Aboriginal culture.  This book elicits 

discussions on feelings about school, reading, being outdoors, music, and 

learning. This book has thought provoking questions, which can be used with 

young children, as well as poetic language, which would challenge older children. 
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The book is beautifully illustrated, with paintings of life on the reserve by 

Aboriginal artist Allen Sapp. It is suitable for children in PreK – Grade 3. 

Campbell, N. (2005). Shi-shi-etko. Toronto: ON: Groundwood Books/House of Anansi 

Press. 

Shi-shi-etko is a little Aboriginal girl who is counting down the days until 

she will go to residential school.  She is excited to go to school however her 

mother is worried that she will forget her home and the songs and dances of her 

people. She memorized everything she could, including the way the grass moved 

in the wind.  Her relatives all came to visit and say good-bye before she left for 

school. Her Yayah (Grandmother) gave her a small leather bag to keep all her 

memories in. When the truck arrived to take the children away to school, Shi-shi-

etko buried her small bag of memories under an old tree. 

This story captures the excitement of the little girl going off to residential 

school for the first time, and beautifully describes the love her family has for her.  

Nicola Campbell does not introduce Shi-shi-etko’s residential school experience 

in this story; however, there is a page at the beginning of the book, where the 

author explains aspects of First Nations culture.  She introduces that Aboriginal 

people have always lived, hunted, fished, and gathered food off the land.  She also 

describes how traditional Aboriginal families loved children so much that 

everyone helped raise them, including grandparents, aunties, uncles, and elders.  

Nicola Campbell also tells the history of residential schools in Canada (as well as 

the US, Australia, and New Zealand), and how parents would be arrested and put 

in jail if they did not send their children.  She asks two very important questions: 
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“Can you imagine a community without children?” and “Can you imagine 

children without parents?” This book gives a beautiful introduction to traditional 

Aboriginal culture and children can discuss how the family must have felt sending 

their little girl off to school far away. It is colorfully illustrated by Kim LaFave.  It 

is appropriate for PreK-Grade 3. 

Campbell, N.(2008). Shi-chi’s Canoe. Toronto: ON: Groundwood Books/House of 

Anansi Press. 

This book is the sequel to Shi-shi-etko.  Shi-shi-etko is on her way back to 

residential school with her younger brother Shin-chi.  We learn that Shi-shi-etko 

had been punished at school for not understanding English and the teacher cut her 

beautiful braids.  When the truck came to pick her and her brother up, her mother 

cried, and Yayah gave them both a big tight hug. Before leaving they asked their 

father to build them their own canoe. In the back of the truck, Shi-shi-etko 

comforts Shi-chi, telling him its important to remember their beautiful home and 

everything about where they live. Once they arrived Shi-shi-etko gave Shi-chi a 

little canoe that their father had made and told Shi-chi to keep it hidden. At the 

residential school, they were not allowed to talk to each other, and had to use their 

English names, Mary and David.  They worked very hard doing chores, and by 

wintertime Shi-chi missed his mom and dad. He snuck away to the river and 

placed his little canoe in the river, so that it could find its way home. In the 

summer they were taken back home, where they found their father making them 

their own canoe. 
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This story goes into detail about what residential schools were like for 

Aboriginal children. From leaving their parents, to getting their haircut short and 

not being allowed to speak their own language or to speak with their own family 

members, there are many opportunities to discuss feelings with children of all 

ages.  At the beginning of the book is another description of the history of 

residential schools, going into more detail about the hard work and difficulties 

Aboriginal children experienced at these schools. Discussions can center around 

Shi-sh-etko’s experiences, as well as Shi-chi’s longing for home. The story 

provides children with insight into these Aboriginal children’s loving family and 

cultural traditions, as well as the hardships they encountered once taken to the 

residential school. This story is appropriate for PreK – Grade 3 children. 

Condon, M. (2000). Changes. Saskatoon, SK: Gabriel Dumont Institute 

This story follows a little Métis girl named Kona as she experiences the 

changing seasons, and with it, changing emotions. She asks the Gathering Spirit 

for guidance, who leads her through a range of emotions; sad, angry, surprised, 

and loved. Kona learns that her emotions change like the seasons, and that they all 

exist together.  

  This book is a great introduction to exploring different emotions.  Children 

have opportunities to think about what makes them feel sad, angry, surprised, and 

loved. They can also discuss times when they felt angry and could not stop and 

share what helped them get over their angry feelings. This book uses simple 

language and sentence structure and is appropriate for younger children in PreK to 

Grade1. 
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Dupuis, J.K., & Kacer, K. (2016). I Am Not A Number. Toronto, ON: Second Story 

Press. 

  Irene and her family live on the reserve. One day the Indian Agent came to 

take all the children to a residential school far from the reserve.  Irene’s parents 

did not want to let Irene and her two brothers go, however, they had no choice. At 

the residential school the nuns separated the boys and girls, and each were given a 

number for a name.  Irene’s name at the residential school was 759.  Her hair is 

cut short, and she was punished for speaking her Aboriginal language.  

Throughout all of this, she never forgot her name, nor who she was or where she 

came from. When she returned home she was warmly greeted by her parents. At 

night she had nightmares about the residential school.  She told her parents what 

had happened and they decided to hide the children when the Indian Agent came 

to take them back to school. 

This book is based on a true story. Irene is the author’s grandmother and 

there are photos of Irene at residential school at the back of the book. This book 

gives a detailed account of some of the abuse that children experienced at 

residential school.  This book elicits discussions about how it feels to leave your 

family, and what it would be like to be at school with teachers who hurt children. 

Children can also discuss how to talk about difficult situations with parents, and 

how Irene’s parents felt once they knew what was happening to their children.  

This book explores some harsh realities of residential schools and might need to 

be simplified for younger children. This book is appropriate for children in PreK- 

Grade 3. 
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Eyvindson, P. (2011). Kookum’s Red Shoes. Winnipeg, Manitoba: Pemmican 

Publications, Inc. 

Peter Eyvindson tells the story of a Kookum’s (grandmother) experience 

of leaving her family for the residential school and how it changed her 

relationship with her family and culture when she returned.  The story centers on 

a pair of special red shoes that her parents bought for her, which never wore 

outside and kept safely in a box.  When she returned from residential school, two 

years later, the shoes no longer fit.  Like her shoes that no longer fit, she no longer 

fit in with her family or community. 

This book references the story “The Wizard of Oz” and explores what it is 

like to love something only to have to leave it behind. Children can discuss how it 

felt to have to leave for residential school, and leave your family and belongings.  

Children can also consider how the parents in the story felt when their little girl 

was taken away to school, and how their own parents might feel if they were ever 

taken from them. This book also allows for discussions about change, and/or 

instances when children might feel out of place, or do not belong. This book is 

appropriate for children PreK- Grade 3, however it might need to be simplified for 

younger children. It is important to note that neither the author nor the illustrator 

appear to be of Aboriginal descent. 

Hadubiak, M. (2012). The Treaty Alphabet Book! N.P. 

  The Treaty Alphabet Book goes through the letters of the alphabet, 

discussing topics with words that start with that letter.  Under Aa the author 

discusses how Aboriginal people were the first people to live in Canada and that 
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they signed an agreement called Treaties. Each letter is accompanied with 

photographs of Aboriginal tipis, buffalo and beaver pelts, and other historical 

accounts. Different aspects of how the treaties were agreed upon, who were the 

parties involved, and where the treaties were signed in Canada is well explained. 

  The photographs of Canada’s history clearly help the explanation of each 

term and piece of history, which makes it more interesting.  This book is a 

thorough explanation of the history of treaties for children to learn and 

understand. The only part of the book that I did not feel was accurate, was under 

the letter “Rr”, that described the time when “First Nations gave up their rights to 

the large areas of land they occupied, [and] they received smaller plots of land 

called reserves” (p. 18). The idea that First Nations gave up their land is 

disputable and is a topic that First Nations communities continue to argue. This 

book comes with a booklet for discussion and review for children in Gr. 2-3. 

Johnson, L. (2003). Fancy Dance. New York: Lee & Low Books Inc. 

In this story, a little boy named Joe practices to prepare a Fancy dance for 

a pow wow for the first time.  The author explores the little boy’s feelings as he 

faces his fears and nerves of dancing at a pow wow for the first time.  Children 

can discuss Joe’s feelings and relate it to their own fears or times they have felt 

nervous, learning to empathize with Joe.  

The author is a cultural anthropologist who taught Native American 

history and culture for many years in the States before writing children’s books.  

This book is illustrated by Mohawk artist Kayeri Akweks. This book is a good 

introduction to First Nation dancing and culture. The author uses short and simple 
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words and sentence structure to introduce fancy dancing as a part of pow wows 

and makes it easy and relatable for young children.  It can also be introduced that 

pow wows and dancing used to be illegal in order to stop Aboriginal people from 

practicing their culture. It is appropriate for young children PreK-Grade 1.   

Jordan-Fenton, C. & Pokiak-Fenton, M. (2014). Not My Girl. Richomond Hill, ON: 

Annick Press Ltd. 

  A ten year old girl named Margaret excitedly returns home by boat after 

being at a residential school for two long years. On the shore her family is waiting 

for her.  She runs to them, only to find that her mother does not recognize her and 

says in what little English she knew “Not my girl”.  Her siblings also do not 

respond to her. Margaret is saddened, however, her father embraces her tightly 

and calls her by her Inuit name, Olemaun, and then her mother also joins the 

embrace.  Her cultural food is now unfamiliar to her and she no longer feels a part 

of her family or culture.  Her first few weeks home were difficult, as she tried to 

relearn her language and hunting skills.  Even her old friends she used to play 

with were not allowed to play with her anymore, because she was considered an 

“outsider”. She must relearn her language and culture to find her place in her 

community again. 

  This story describes elements of Inuit culture, including food and 

traditional ways of hunting and fishing. This story evokes feelings of sadness as 

the little girl struggles to become a part of her family and community again.  

Children can discuss what it would feel like to have to leave home for a long 

period of time, learn a new language and not be able to speak their own language. 
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This book is appropriate for PreK-Grade 3, however, it may need to be simplified 

for younger children. 

Jordan-Fenton, C. & Pokiak-Fenton, M. (2013). When I was Eight. Richmond Hill, ON: 

Annick Press Ltd. 

An eight-year old Inuit girl describes how she knew many things about her 

culture, however she did not know how to read books.  Her older sister knew how 

to read, and she longed to learn to read books by herself.  Her father would not let 

her go to residential school, however she insisted, and he eventually gave in.  He 

took her to residential school and left her there. A nun cut her hair and took her 

parka and clothes.  She was given a smock and socks that were too big for her. 

She was given an English name, Margaret and was made to do many chores.  She 

longed to learn to read, however instead of learning to read, the nun just gave her 

chores to do and punished her for not knowing how to read. 

  This story introduces children to Inuit culture and traditions.  It also 

exposes them to some of the hardships experienced by Aboriginal children when 

they attended residential school and how difficult it could be.  Children can 

discuss and reflect on what it feels like to be at a school with a teacher who does 

not like them, and how it would feel to do chores all day long.  This book is 

accessible to young children. It is appropriate for children in PreK-Grade 3.  

Lindstrom, C. (2013). Girls Dance, Boys Fiddle. Winnipeg, Manitoba: Pemmican 

Publications Inc. 

A little girl, Metisse, is learning about her Métis culture.  She wants to 

learn to fiddle, however, her parents tell her “Girls dance, boys fiddle”.  Her 



	 79	

mother wants her to learn the butterfly dance to perform for her grandmother’s 

birthday, however the little girl does not feel confident dancing and continues to 

want to learn to fiddle.  Her grandfather agrees to teach her to fiddle, at the same 

time as she learns to dance.  She performs at the community dance, even though 

she feels nervous.  She also performed her fiddle for the dance, and everyone 

danced to her fluid fiddling, including her grandparents.   

This story is written Carole Lindstrom who is a Métis author from the 

States. She uses this story to describe some elements of Métis culture in a playful 

way.  This book can be used to give children an insight into an aspect of Métis 

culture, either confirming for children of this cultural background or as cultivating 

knowledge of a culture in order to foster empathy. It can also be used to discuss 

children’s feeling about when they want to learn something but are told by others 

they can’t due to tradition or other obstacles.  Children can be encouraged to 

understand and relate to Metisse’s feelings and to empathize with Metisse as she 

struggles to learn the butterfly dance, as well as accomplishes her goal to learn the 

fiddle.  This book would be appropriate for children PreK- Grade 3 but may have 

to be simplified for younger children. 

Malis, P. (2008). Kookum and Me. Canada: Bookmates Inc. 

 This story is about a little boy who is having a sleepover at his Kookum’s 

house. They play games together, like hide and seek, and stay up late. Kookum 

makes bannock for breakfast. They go for a walk together into the woods to pick 

blueberries. They return home together and make blueberry pie. The story ends 

with the little boy stating, “I love my Kookum very much”.  
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 This book introduces children to the Cree term “Kookum” (grandmother) 

and some traditional Aboriginal food. Throughout the story, Kookum calls the 

little boy different animal names during his sleepover, and in the back of the 

book, there is an explanation of the qualities that each animal symbolizes.  This 

book is written in simple language and can be used to introduce Aboriginal 

culture to young children who are non-Aboriginal, and reaffirm Aboriginal 

children’s culture.  Children can discuss this little boy’s feelings for his Kookum, 

and how his Kookum feels about him.  This book is appropriate for young 

children in PreK-Grade 1. It could be used as a reader for an older child.  

Patton, A., & Burton, N. (2007). Fiddle Dancer/Li Daanseur di Vyaeloon. Saskatoon, SK: 

Gabriel Dumont Institute. 

This story takes place on New Year’s Eve, where a young Métis boy, 

Nolan is at a dance.  He is dancing to lively fiddle music and copying other 

dancer’s moves. His Moushoom (grandpa) was also dancing and Nolan wished he 

could dance as well as his Moushoom. Nolan fell asleep under a bench, watching 

all the shoes and moccasins moving to the music.  When he awoke he was at his 

Moushoom’s house.   His Moushoom made him bannock and told Nolan the story 

about how he learned to dance and became a great fancy jigger.  He taught Nolan 

how to jig, and wrapped the traditional Métis sash around Nolan, which gave him 

confidence to dance. 

  This book informs children about Métis culture in Saskatchewan.  The 

book is written in both English and Michif and introduces children to various 

aspects of Métis dancing.  Children can discuss the feelings Nolan had of wanting 
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to learn something new and what it takes to become good at something, such as 

jigging. This book is beautifully illustrated by Métis artist, Sherry Farrell-Racette. 

She incorporated moccasins and shoes into the pictures at the dance, as well as 

traditional Métis clothing. This book is appropriate for children in PreK-Grade 3. 

Pelletier, D. (1992). The Pow-Wow. Saskatoon, SK: Gabriel Dumont Institute. 

  This story is about a boy named Alfred who goes to his Kokum’s reserve 

for a pow-wow. His cousin Leroy will be dancing in the pow-wow and Leroy 

shows Alfred his pow-wow regalia. He has a headdress, leggings, and shiny bells. 

Their Kokum did all the beadwork on his regalia. Everyone danced and at the end 

Alfred joined in a round dance. 

  This story introduces children to pow-wows in Saskatchewan, and pow-

wow regalia.  It is illustrated with cartoon drawings, which enhance the joy of 

being at a pow-wow. This book is part of a series of books, which also includes: 

Alfred’s First Day at School, Alfred’s Summer, and Lisa and Sam. The author is 

from Regina, Saskatchewan. This is suitable for children in PreK-K.  

Sanderson, E. (1990). Two Pairs of Shoes. Toronto, ON: Pemmican Publications Inc. 

  For Maggie’s eighth birthday her mother bought her a new pair of black 

leather shoes.  Maggie was thrilled that they fit perfectly.  She ran down the road 

to her Kokom’s house to show her Kokum.  Her Kokom was blind, so Maggie let 

her Kokom feel the shoes. Her grandmother thought the shoes were very nice, 

then told Maggie to retrieve a box from under her bed.  Maggie brought the box to 

her Kokom, where she told Maggie to open it.  Inside were the most beautiful 

beaded moccasins Maggie had ever seen.  
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 This story introduces aspects of Aboriginal culture, specifically traditional 

shoes called moccasins.  Children have an opportunity to discuss how Maggie felt 

receiving birthday presents, as well as explore the idea of receiving a handmade 

gift from someone, how much time they put into making it. They can further 

discuss what thoughts and feelings were put into the gift from Maggie’s mother 

and her Kokom, and how Maggie felt receiving the two different pairs of shoes.   

The author portrays the love of a Kokum for her granddaughter. This book is 

appropriate for young children in PreK-Grade 1. 

Spalding, A., & Scow, A. (2006). Secret of the Dance. Victoria, BC: Orca Book 

Publishers. 

  This story takes place in 1935 where a little boy’s community decided to 

have a potlatch, which was forbidden by the government. That night, the little 

boy, Watl’kina, slipped out of bed to sneak out to the potlatch.  He saw masked 

figures dancing and drumming around a fire. Watl’kina realized one of the figures 

was his father, and it was the only time he had seen his father dance. After the 

potlatch, the masks were wrapped in blankets and hidden from authorities. The 

little boy reflects that now he is older, and potlatches are no longer illegal, he 

rejoices every time he wears his traditional regalia.  

 Although this story is fiction, it is based on an incident in the life of 

Watl’kina, the now retired judge and Elder, Alfred Scow. The book portrays how 

controlling the government was at the time. The children can discuss what it feels 

like to be told they can not do something, such as dancing and wearing masks. 

This story encourages readers to explore the feelings of the community and gain 
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an understanding of the history of government control of Aboriginal people in 

Canada. This book is suitable for children in Pre K-Gr. 3. 

 

 

 


