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For more than a century, kids were systematically removed from their
homes and sent to residential schools where they were forbidden to speak
their language or practise their culture. The aim, as laid out by John A.
Macdonald’s colonialist government in the 1880s, was simple: “kill the Indian
in the child.” Physical, emotional and sexual abuse were rampant, and the
generational effect of these policies is still felt today in countless First
Nations, Métis and Inuit families. Two and a half years after the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission tabled a report on residential schools, Canadians
are still grappling with how to confront the ugliness of the past and deal
with ongoing systemic racism and prejudice. Schools are trying to figure
out how to best teach the next generation about what happened in
this country. Parents are attempting to learn the Indigenous languages
they weren’t taught, and kids are tapping into the pride of their diverse
and vibrant nations. There is no easy solution, but storytelling can often be
a powerful tool to bring people together. These stories highlight some
of the ways families are working together for a better future.

ow would you feel, if this happened in your
kid’s class? Last fall, a grade 6 social studies
class outside of Edmonton was learning
about residential schools. A student put up her hand
and said, “I don’t have anything against Indigenous
people, but my grandpa told me we had to put the
Indians in residential schools because they were
killing each other and we had to civilize them.”
Her words hung in the air for a moment. And
then her teacher responded, “Well, I don’t have
anything against your grandpa, but people who
are your grandpa’s age and your parents’ age and
even my age didn’t have the opportunity to learn
the truth. So, we have a responsibility, because
we’re learning the truth now.”
For generations, the full history of Canada’s
residential schools, which existed for more than
a century and housed 150,000 First Nations, Métis
and Inuit kids with the flat-out mission of assimilation into white society, was suppressed and
ignored. If you’re non-Indigenous, you may have
had some hazy idea of “Indian schools,” but the
kind of nightmarish abuse, bullying, deprivation
and death that went on? It was rarely acknowledged and never discussed. I can remember first
hearing about the schools only about 10 years ago
in one of those free-ranging discussions that go
on at noisy book club meetings, and thinking, “I
have a history degree…how is it even possible I’ve
never heard of residential schools?”
Today, however, Canadians—kids, adults, everybody—have that opportunity to learn that really
difficult truth. And we have a responsibility to
acknowledge the truth and fight untruths, just
like that teacher told her class.
Two years ago, the Truth and Reconciliation

Commission (TRC) issued 94 calls to action to
address the legacy of residential schools and move
toward reconciliation. I still can’t quite figure out
what reconciliation could or should look like in
everyday life; it’s one of those slippery words that
can mean a thousand different things to a thousand different people. Maybe, then, we should pay
attention to the truth part first. As Pamala Agawa,
a curriculum coordinator for First Nation, Métis
and Inuit education (FNMI) at York Region District
School Board in Ontario, told me, we need to figure out the truth for ourselves: “What biases do
we carry; what learning do we need to do to better
understand the true history of the country?”
Chances are, your own kids are learning about
residential schools in class this year. In the TRC’s
calls to action, points 62 and 63 specifically call on
schools to deliver age-appropriate curriculum about
residential schools, as well as Indigenous culture
and treaty education, to students in kindergarten
to grade 12. It’s not a quick and easy item on a to-do
list. How do we talk about Canada’s cultural genocide with our kids? How do we tell them about what
our country did to families? Our world still has racist grandpas and internet trolls and prejudices that
have built up over decades. We owe it to our kids to
learn more and do better.
GROWING UP WITH THE TRUTH
As parents, we worry about our kids learning scary
information. Sexual and physical abuse went on
at some residential schools—what age should kids
learn about that? We may ask, is my kid going to
feel guilty now? Or, how could our church have
been involved in that? I know I stuttered out a garbled explanation when my seven-year-old asked
why kids had to go away to school when it made
them and their families so sad. Still, I’m glad she
asked me, even if I didn’t have a polished answer.
Talking honestly about hard things in a way kids
can understand helps open a door to the empathy
that’s part of being a decent human being.
For some Indigenous parents, there may be added
worry about classroom lessons. Will their child feel
singled out? Will they be anxious they’ll be taken
away, too? For others, the lessons are welcome. Julie
Mallon of Port Dover, Ont., who is Anishinaabe and
the daughter of a residential school survivor, says
she didn’t have any concerns. “I absolutely think it’s
important for kids to learn it in school. It’s been a
hidden part of our history,” she says. “For this to be
taught is just another layer of becoming more emotionally aware and learning how to deal with their
feelings.” While Mallon’s mom rarely talked about
her experiences when Mallon was a kid, she didn’t
want it to be a taboo subject with her own kids.
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TEACHING THE TEACHERS
That can feel daunting as parents, but we’re
all in this learning curve together—teachers,
board trustees and superintendents are learning this along with the kids. “Educators have
to relearn what they think they know about
Canada,” says Melissa Wilson, coordinator
of Indigenous education at the Peel District
School Board in Ontario. “For instance, we
talk about what it means to be Canadian:
We’re multicultural, everyone is welcome to
this country, we believe in spreading human
rights around the world. It’s not that that story
is incorrect; the problem is that story is very
incomplete. It doesn’t speak to the story of
how Indigenous peoples have been treated
in Canada.” At the Peel board, Wilson and
her colleagues offer teachers two years of
Indigenous education training. They learn
from Indigenous educators, elders and knowledge keepers, tour a former residential school
and meet with school survivors. Teachers
then pass on what they’ve learned to teachers and students in their own schools.
There’s no national standard for curricu-

lum, and quality and content vary a great
deal. It’s vital that Indigenous educators take
a lead role in both developing curriculum
and visiting schools. One Indigenous educator who’s deeply involved in creating curriculum is Rachel Mishenene, who is Ojibway
from Eabametoong First Nation, and works
as an executive at the Elementary Teachers’
Federation of Ontario. She’s excited about
the possibilities of expanding FNMI curriculum. “I want to make sure we highlight
the positive and innovative contributions
Indigenous peoples have made or continue
to make in arts, music, sports, science, anthropology, media, and as storytellers,” she says.
“Residential schools made their mark, and
teaching that history is important. We also
need to share stories of strength, resilience
and excellence.” Parents can play a key role
here, too—Bearhead encourages parents to
talk to teachers and principals about the
curriculum and what else can be added.
HELPING KIDS GET IT
Talking about resilience is really powerful—
and it’s something that kids can identify
with. Janet Porter, a reconciliation education
consultant in the Nova Scotia department
of education, which works with the education group Mi’kmaw Kina’matnewey, says
Mi’kmaw community members were very
clear they wanted any representation of residential schools to be combined with the idea
of resilience. In one of the school programs,
for example, kids make their own dolls after
learning how Magit Poulette, now an elder,
secretly created a doll with rags and sticks
after her baby doll was taken from her when
she arrived at Shubenacadie Residential
School as a four-year-old.
It’s essential, too, to deal with the tough stuff
in age-appropriate ways. “If a child’s primary
reaction to a book or video or illustration is
one of upset or fear, then those emotions may
become a barrier to learning,” explains Porter.
To that end, in the younger grades, teachers
introduce the topic through books and stories,

and then ask kids about something special to
them and how they’d feel if it was taken from
them, using phrases that kids can understand,
like “not right” and “not fair.” (In older grades,
students talk more in depth about the devastating ripple effect that the abuse and loss of
culture has on Indigenous communities.)
By making stories about residential schools
relatable, kids can understand in their hearts,
as well as their brains. “It’s overwhelming
when you hear that 150,000 kids were taken
from their families, so it was really important
to us to connect the students with one child,”
says Gail Stromquist, assistant director of
Aboriginal education at the British Columbia
Teachers’ Federation. Along with her sister,
Janet Stromquist, who’s also a teacher, Gail
created the e-book and teaching module
Gladys We Never Knew, about the life of their
aunt Gladys Chapman, who fell ill with tuberculosis while at residential school and died
in 1931 at the age of 12. Jean Moir, a grade 4/5
teacher in Langley, BC, who helped develop
the lessons and piloted the project with her
class two years ago, says that learning about
a child who lived fairly close by made Gladys
real to her students. “They cared what happened to her and absolutely ‘got’ how horribly
she and so many others were treated.”
When Bearhead told me about that grade
6 student repeating her grandpa’s comment,
I flinched, thinking my daughter could hear
something that casually cruel in her classroom, too. The legacy of residential schools—
those strained and broken threads of
relationships and culture and identity—is
like a widening tear in a piece of fabric. If we
have any hope of patching it, we’ve got to listen, really listen, to Indigenous stories and
experiences, and then talk to our kids. “The
biggest measure of success for me is about
how families are talking about reconciliation
at the dinner table, when no one else is listening,” says Bearhead. “When we see that shift
happening there, that’s when I believe we’ll
be on the road to reconciliation as a country.”
—BONNIE SCHIEDEL

“I’m teaching my daughter
that an Indigenous way of life
isn’t seen as an ‘alternative’
lifestyle, but a priority.”

PARENTING LIKE
MY ANCESTORS
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Charlene Bearhead, the former education
lead for the National Centre for Truth and
Reconciliation, has thought about those parent-kid conversations a lot. “Our children are
going to grow up with this truth, whether
we’re ready or not,” she says. “The best thing
we can do as parents is find the courage, and
know that it’s not going to be easy and it’s not
going to be things that we want to hear. But
it’s things that we need to hear, and we can
learn with our children.”
Our kids are going to be paying attention
to how we talk about this, too. “There’s nothing in the calls to action that calls on parents,
and yet parents are among the most important people in a child’s life. They are their
children’s first teachers,” she says. “When a
child goes home from school and talks to a
parent, their response is really going to have
a major influence on how that child moves
forward with what they’ve learned.”

hen our daughter, River-Jaxsen,
was born, my partner and I knew
we wanted her to grow up with
the innate knowledge that she has the
power to be herself—100 percent unapologetically Indigenous. It was essential, then,
that we returned to the parenting principles
of our ancestors and consciously integrated Indigenous kinship practices (IKP)
into her childhood.
In essence, IKP requires that the dynamic
between child and parent is one of equality, understanding and truth. Kinship, by
definition, is steeped in the bond of blood
connections, returning to a deeply nurturing

love of family and community. As a mother,
consistently maintaining an open listening environment for our daughter has been
key, so that she doesn’t grow up thinking
she has to hide her emotions just to please
others or to get what she wants.
Instead of a reward and punishment system, IKP supports our kids so that they learn
to take responsibility for their own behaviours. Kids are encouraged to express all
emotions, freely and openly. As a baby, when
River-Jaxsen would cry, my partner would
lovingly cradle her in his arms and tell her,
“Cry as long as you need to. Let it all out.
Yell if you want to. Cry my girl, cry.” It became

the normal way of giving our daughter the
space to express all that she had to.
Traditionally, families thrived by maintaining respect for one another and the
land—valuing equality over hierarchy—and
considered community members to be
extended family. It’s clear it takes more than
a village to raise a child—it takes generations of traditional knowledge to raise strong,
resilient, Indigenous kids. And in IKP, it’s
believed that aunties and uncles in a child’s
life are just as integral as the mother and
the father. In fact, aunties and uncles are
placed in charge of discipline so as not to
sever the sacred bond between parent and
child. By maintaining respectful and vital
ties between infant, youth, adult and elder,
we can ensure the cyclical nature of family
is never broken, with each generation learning from one another gently and lovingly.
River-Jaxsen was 15 months old when
she began to call her uncle (my partner’s
brother) “dada!”—the same name she calls
her dad. It was in those moments I realized
she had developed the visceral relationship
with her uncle that has existed in Indigenous
children since time immemorial. She still
chooses to identify her uncle as her father
much like kids did generations ago.
It’s key to teach our kids that an Indigenous
way of life isn’t seen as an “alternative” lifestyle, but a priority. This means teaching
them how to live off the land, as well as
teaching them about forgiveness, and which
traditions to follow at what times.
So with River-Jaxsen we try to speak the
words we know in our mother tongues, and
make sure she is deeply familiar with landbased practices. We nurture her relationship with the land every day, even if it is -21
degrees out. And at 20 months, she’s beginning to learn the sacredness in water, land,
animals and plants, and will hopefully carry
that with her as she grows. I’m hopeful that
her connection to who she is and where she
comes from will be natural and strong.
—ANDREA LANDRY

TO LEARN MORE
Sweetest Kulu
by Celina Kalluk,
Illustrated by
Alexandria Neonakis

In this lyrical bedtime poem, a mother
tells her child—her “Kulu,” an Inuktitut
term of endearment for babies and young
kids—about the gifts she’s received from
the animals of the Arctic. (Ages 0–6)
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What’s the Most
Beautiful Thing You
Know About Horses?
by Richard Van Camp,
Illustrated by George
Littlechild

Few children’s
authors can tackle
the complexities of
cultural identity with such dark humour
and grit as Van Camp. (Grades K–3)

When We Were Alone
by David Alexander
Robertson, Illustrated
by Julie Flett

Inspired by the TRC’s
calls to action for educators to begin teaching all students about
the legacy of residential schools, this
empowering story details a difficult time
in history. (Grades K–3)

Speaking Our Truth:
A Journey of
Reconciliation
by Monique Gray Smith

Readers will learn about
the legacy of residential
schools, present issues
and future possibilities in this powerful
collaborative action plan for elementary
education. (Grades 3–7)

The Mishomis Book:
The Voice of the
Ojibway
by Edward Benton-Banai
Readers are intro-

duced to Ojibway
culture and the
sacred Midewiwin teachings, such as the
importance of respecting for all living
things and building a vibrant community.

My Conversations
With Canadians
by Lee Maracle

Maracle tackles tough
issues with honesty
and clarity, and serves
as a relatable guide for
parents and teachers
who are driven to learning, re-educating
themselves and taking action.

THE LONG LEGACY OF TRAUMA

I

’ve been on the receiving end of some very questionable comments. I’ve had people tell me that I was “lucky” I’m so pale and
“don’t look like an Indian.” I’ve had someone laughingly point
out a man sleeping in a park and refer to him as a “drunk Indian”
before saying “no offence, I know you’re not like that.” And then on
my wedding day, there I was mingling with guests when a woman
came up and introduced herself. “I heard you’re a writer,” she said
“And you’re First Nations?” “Partly, yes,” I replied. She went on to
tell me about all the time she’d spent on reserves working with First
Nations people. Then she said this: “You know the whole residential
school thing? Why can’t they just get over it?”
Get over it? Get over kids being taken from their homes and
families? Get over having their identities erased? Get over centuries of abuse? If only it were that simple.
Many Canadians believe that what happened to Indigenous
kids at residential schools was so long ago it can’t possibly be affecting anyone now. Since we weren’t taught that the schools even
existed, it can seem very far removed from us. But the last school
only closed in 1996, and this is only the second year that the new
curriculum is being taught in public schools.
The guest’s question left me speechless. I’ve come up with countless intelligent replies since then, but in that moment, I felt attacked.

She had no way of knowing my grandfather was a residential
school survivor. She couldn’t possibly know about the abuse he
suffered, how ashamed it had made him feel and how that affected
his family. But should that have mattered?
A comment like that reveals how little understanding there is
about how trauma can build into a multi-generational tragedy,
and the shame that comes with it. My grandfather almost never
spoke about his life before he was adopted. I say “almost” because
there was an exception. He’d talk about his past when he’d been
drinking heavily. It was an odd riddle for a granddaughter to try
to decipher when even his kids had no idea what he’d been through.
How could they, when he dulled the pain of years of trauma with
alcohol? How could any of us possibly understand when he kept
it bottled up inside? My grandfather never experienced any healing. He completely disconnected from his culture and, as a result,
my family was disconnected as well. I’ve since learned that my
story is far from unique.
Amy Bombay, an assistant professor in psychiatry at Dalhousie
University, is one of several researchers studying how trauma reverberates through generations. She’s found that when a child experiences abuse and doesn’t get the chance to heal from it, the resulting
behaviours are often passed on to their kids and grandkids. “Those

RECLAIMING MY MOTHER TONGUE
NOT HEARING Ojibway as a kid was something I didn’t
give much thought to—probably because I didn’t know
any different. No one spoke the language in my house.
My mother, a former student of several residential
schools, was ashamed of being Indigenous. In fact, she’d
sometimes tell people she was French. I had no idea how
disconnected from my culture I was until I took my first
Ojibway class in high school. I wasn’t alone—the class
was full of Indigenous teens all clumsily learning their
mother tongue. It felt like I was being given the first piece
of a puzzle. That class made me feel at home. I felt like I
belonged. From that day forward I sought out language
classes, whenever and wherever I could. And that thirst
for knowledge only intensified when I became a mother.
It suddenly felt much more urgent to learn so that our
language could be passed down to the next generation.
To lose a language is to lose culture, and when so much
has already been taken away, I couldn’t let that happen.
According to census data from 2016, only about one
in five Indigenous people in this country can speak
an Indigenous language well enough to conduct a
conversation. And several Indigenous languages, like
Kutenai and Chilcotin, are only spoken by a few hundred
people. But there is a change underway. Across Turtle
Island—what many Indigenous people call North America—
there’s a resurgence of families reclaiming their language
and culture. Of the 1.6 million First Nations, Inuit and Métis
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peoples in this country, the majority are in their 40s or
younger. And many of them are, like me, parents with young
kids who are working to learn our ancestors’ languages.
Each year, we’re seeing more Indigenous immersion
programs, language camps and language resources.
It’s difficult to be both student and teacher, especially
given the complexities of Ojibway. But I’ve come to accept
that I can’t worry too much about making mistakes. As one
member of the Lac Seul First Nation told me, “just keep
learning.” And I’m trying to pass that message on to my son.
If we know how to say something in Ojibway, we should say
it whenever we can.
There are sticky notes with Ojibway words all over our
house. In my son’s bedroom, we have bedtime words such
as “waaboowaan,” which means “blanket,” or “Amii-izhigawishimon,” which means “it’s time for bed now.” We keep
our language books and supplies in the living room so
they’re always handy, and I’ll screenshot my language notes
so I can have them on my cellphone when I’m out.
Now seven, my son will speak to me using simple phrases
such as “Eha, Nimama” (“yes, mother”). At bedtime, he’ll say,
“Gizaagi’in Nimama,” which means “I love you, mother.” Just
the other day, he asked me if he can start his own language
book, a place where he can write new words and phrases.
Recently, we learned how to say, “Giziininjiin,” which means
“wash your hands.” Slowly, but surely, we’re reclaiming our
language, one word at a time. —MARTHA TROIAN

who had a parent or grandparent who went to residential school seem to be at increased
risk for psychological distress, suicidal ideation, suicide attempts,” she told the CBC.
Research shows these effects can accumulate across generations—which means if
nothing is done to address these intergenerational cycles, the effects are only going
to continue to spread.
The destruction of families that often occurred under the residential school system and colonial institutions is still happening. Presumptive incentives built into
child care services mean that First Nations, Métis and Inuit children are being
taken from their families and placed in care outside of their communities. Kids by
the thousands are losing their connection to who they are: Of the 11,000 children
in foster care in Manitoba, 10,000 are Indigenous. Indigenous Services Minister
Jane Philpott has called it a humanitarian crisis, saying, “We have to disrupt that
system, and the sooner we can do that the better.”
It’s hard to know what to do in the face of something so dire. I’ve found that sharing stories is one of the best ways to raise awareness—if we don’t talk about it, the
stigma of abuse will never be erased. As an author of books for children and teens,
I’ve had the honour of travelling all over Canada, talking about the history of FNMI
people and the residential school system, and I’ve witnessed the impact firsthand.
Many kids share that their families don’t talk about their experiences. The shame
of their abuse still haunts them.
On one school visit, there was a girl who waited until almost everyone had left
the library before approaching me. With tears in her eyes, she quietly told me she
was constantly bullied by kids who called her names because she was First Nations.
As a result, she was abandoning her culture—she’d learned to bead but stopped
because other kids thought it was weird. She was afraid to speak up in class when
they discussed Indigenous issues. We spoke for as long as she could stay, and I
struggled to find words that might help her. It felt like far too little.
After another school visit, a boy shared that he was in foster care and living with
a white family. He said he felt like he didn’t belong anywhere—he felt disconnected
from his Indigenous culture but didn’t belong with his foster family either. I watched
him break down when he described how lost he felt. I know what that feels like. I’d
felt it myself. I grew up knowing nothing about my grandfather’s history or culture. Where do I come from? Where do I belong? Who would I be now if I’d been
able to learn from my grandfather? If I had a connection to his home, would people
be more accepting of me?
While painful and difficult, these stories must be told. We have a responsibility
to share even the shameful parts of our history with our kids and tell them that
the survivors of residential schools were kids just like them. We have a responsibility to share stories of kids who are going through trauma now. And we need to
listen and learn from them. Things can change. I don’t know what happened to
that boy in foster care, but I hope he started reaching out to other FNMI people at
school, like the girl who was being bullied. I’ve heard from her since and she’s now
writing about issues like missing and murdered Indigenous women so she can
educate her peers. Taking that step—showing other kids she’s proud of being First
Nations—has inspired her to start beading again. We are raising an entire generation who want to see change and are seeking it out.
On a recent school visit, the students sat quietly while I rambled on for an hour
about residential schools and the intergenerational impact and what little had been
done toward reconciliation. A boy who I wasn’t sure had actually been listening
raised his hand. “So what now?” he asked. “You told us things need to change. What
do we need to do to change them?” The other students were nodding and calling
out “yes!” and looking to me to tell them what to do.
“Tell people,” I told him. “Go home and tell your family what you’ve learned. Tell
your friends. Talk about issues like missing and murdered Indigenous women and
t he suicide epidemic on re ser ve s. Ta lk about FNMI k id s being cut
off from their culture in foster care. Talk about the lack of clean water on some
reserves and the intergenerational trauma of residential schools. Talk to them
about the positive contributions Indigenous people make in society. Ask teachers
to include authentic representations of Indigenous cultures in your learning.
Knowledge really is powerful.” It may be a small start, but it’s a step in the right
direction. —MELANIE FLORENCE

WHERE WE STAND
IN HUNDREDS of schools across Canada, the
morning announcements start the same way:
with a land acknowledgement recognizing
that the building is located on the traditional
territory of First Nation, Inuit and Métis groups.
You may have heard something similar at
a civic event or fundraiser—for many nonIndigenous Canadians, it’s one of the first
introductions to the idea of reconciliation.
But will hearing the statement every day at
school help kids absorb that information or will
it simply become background noise? Do the
younger students even understand it?
“I often worry that land acknowledgements
are kind of like when you’re having a family
dinner and you want grandma to say grace,
and then stick her in the corner. No one is
listening to her stories as an integral part of
what’s happening,” says Marjolaine LaPointe,
an Anishinaabemowin language teacher for
the Kawartha Pine Ridge District School Board
in Ontario.
For Rachel Mishenene, executive staff for
FNMI education at the Elementary Teachers’
Federation of Ontario, they are a good first
step—but they come with responsibility. “A
land acknowledgement without action is just
a statement,” she says. To move them beyond
a rote exercise to something meaningful, she
encourages non-Indigenous parents to talk to
their kids about them by using a mind-bodyspirit approach:
MIND Reflect on what you’ve learned about
Canada and its relationship with Indigenous
peoples. How were (and are) Indigenous
people represented in books, media and films?
Are they positive, negative, and from whose
perspective? What do I need to do if I want to
partake in reconciliation?
BODY Where are you physically situated—
where is your home, your kid’s school? Do
you know the Indigenous group of whose
traditional lands you’re situated on? Research
your community the same way you might
research the culture, customs and languages
of places you travel to.
SPIRIT Traditions, languages and beliefs feed
our spirit. Think about how your cultural
identity is represented and honoured in your
community. How can Indigenous cultural
identities be positively reflected?
Mishenene suggests parents talk to school
trustees about FNMI curriculum, and ask
about Indigenous education spaces and
workshops. Get to know the Indigenous
people in your community who are making
substantial contributions, and contact
Indigenous organizations to inquire about
learning opportunities. —SELENA MILLS
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THE SEVEN GRANDFATHER TEACHINGS
LIKE MANY parents, I want to guide my kids on a healthy path in life. These Anishinaabe principles have become the foundation of
my own daily parenting practices. I often share them as stories and songs with my kids, as traditional practitioner and knowledge
keeper Banakonda Kennedy Kish Bell has passed them on to me. As expressed in oral translations such as The Mishomis Book by
Ojibway educator Edward Benton-Banai, the Creator—our grandfather, who gave us our first mother, Mother Earth—saw that
humans needed morals to help one another as well as treat all of our relations as equals, especially our animal cousins as we’re reliant
on them for our survival. Animals remind us of our responsibilities as stewards of the environment and protectors of our first mother.
While expressions vary from nation to nation, the wisdom of these philosophies has spread across Turtle Island (North America).
These lessons enrich our lives, offering positive, playful examples of how to survive—and thrive—in this world. —SELENA MILLS
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1. WISDOM Nbwaakaawin:
The Beaver To cultivate knowledge is
to know wisdom, which helps us make
decisions that honour our well-being. This
is represented by the beaver, who patiently
uses his impressive teeth and creative mind to
build sustainable communities. Be humble in
knowing where you excel and what your limits
are, and collaborate with others who have
expertise you may lack.
2. LOVE Zaagidwin: The Eagle
Unconditional love cannot be given
without loving oneself, much like
the eagle who soars high and carries these
teachings from the Creator to share with
her young. Educate yourself before you
speak, consult with your mentors and your
communities and love yourself enough to
overcome difficulties.
3. RESPECT Mnaadendimowin:
The Buffalo As long as we have walked
the Earth, so have the buffalo, who have
sacrificed themselves to give us warmth, food
and shelter. To have respect is to honour all of
creation. Balance what you need with what you
want and recognize how your own greed may be
at the expense of Mother Earth. Do what you can
to make a difference and lead by example.
4. BRAVERY Aakwa’ode’ewin:
The Bear Awaken the warrior within by
facing adversaries with integrity. We
see these traits embodied in mother bears, who
guide and protect their young with strength and
a playful heart. Remember, you can’t take care
of others without taking time for yourself first.
Conquer fears so you can help those you love.
Don’t forget the power of play and humour.
5. HONESTY Gwekwaadziwin:
The Raven Facing a situation with
truth, kindness and compassion is to
walk with integrity. The raven, who uses his own
cleverness to prosper, is a potent symbol of the
power of honesty. Remain true to yourself, love
and respect your own natural form.
6. HUMILITY Dbaadendiziwin:
The Wolf To know yourself and your
gifts in a humble way is to set a good
example for others in life, much like wolves who
are devoted to their family. Uphold the power of
love: Look for it everywhere and nurture it just
as you would your children. To accept that we all
need love to survive is to be truly humble.
7. TRUTH Debwewin: The Turtle
To commit to these seven teachings
and see them as fundamental values
that complement each other is to know them
within oneself, authentically. The turtle, who
methodically walks the Earth as one of our
eldest animals, reminds us of our teachings
that proceed and survive all of time. Walk with
these teachings; share these teachings from a
true place of regard for their capacity to enrich
our own lives and those who we encounter.

FINDING THE WORDS
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or a lot of Indigenous parents, the
struggle to preserve language is
harder than ever in a Paw Patrol
world. Which isn’t a slight on everyone’s
favourite dog squad, but an example of
how English culture dominates. For
Nancy Mike and Andrew Morrison—the
husband-and-wife duo who are part of
the five-member band The Jerry Cans—
raising three daughters to be fluent in
Inuktitut is a priority. She grew up speaking it. He moved to Nunavut from Alberta at age two, but only became fluent
when he and Nancy started dating. Here,
they talk about why language matters
and what it’s like to push back against
popular culture.

about my influence and countering that
in our day-to-day life. I take a very active
role in making sure they eat country
food like seal and caribou and go out on
the land and can speak in Inuktitut.
Otherwise, even if I didn’t mean to, I’d
be allowing English to dominate, and
it’d be some sort of colonial situation that
I would not be comfortable with. It’s challenging and complicated, and there is a
lot of pressure on us as parents to navigate things. Southern culture is just so
strong—if you are not actively fighting
it, it will dominate.

Was it always your plan to raise your
children speaking Inuktitut?

ANDREW: We are raising our daughters
bilingually, so it’s not like we hit the
panic button every time they speak
English, but it’s becoming more and
more their language of choice as they
meet other kids in daycare, and that’s
tough. At home we speak as much Inuktitut as possible. I’m actually a little
stricter. Nancy says we don’t want it to
be something they resent. It’s like getting
kids to eat vegetables—you’ll do better
if they see you enjoying veggies than
trying to force it.
NANCY: I have a very strict belief that I
don’t say “don’t” in my language. So instead of saying “don’t speak English,” I
will just repeat what they said in Inuktitut and then get them to repeat it. We
don’t restrict what they are exposed to at
school or with friends, but we definitely
work hard at providing balance in our
home. It’s definitely getting harder the
older they get. Our middle daughter currently loves Paw Patrol. I will sometimes
give the characters Inuktitut names. We
have Inuktitut books and native colouring books and we’ve found a couple of
iPad apps that are in Inuktitut.
ANDREW: It can be hard to find books
and entertainment. That’s one of the
reasons that the band is coming out with
a children’s album.

NANCY: It’s the language I express myself
best in. And of course it is the language
of our culture and our history, and the
two things are so linked. For my generation and my mom’s generation, we were
told that white culture is cooler than our
own. I want do my best to make sure my
daughters don’t have that experience.

What do you love about the Inuktitut language?
NANCY: Inuktitut is a very positive language. When you’re speaking it, you’re
feeding off that positivity, and it makes a
difference in how you communicate with
people. For example, when we ask, “How
are you doing?” we say “Qanuinngilatiit?”
which translates to “Are you doing well?”
It’s a just small difference, but there’s a
distinct optimism.
ANDREW: I love the connection between
language and the people. It’s hard to
explain until you experience it. I
remember one time after I had caught
my first bearded seal. That is a big deal
in Inuit culture and Nancy’s dad made
me deliver meat to all of the community elders. Having to communicate
with so many people who didn’t speak
English was sort of an immersion program. I learned so much in those two
weeks, both in terms of how to speak
and also about community.

Andrew, you are a non-Inuk parent
raising Inuit kids. What are some of
the challenges?
ANDREW: It’s a matter of being honest

What does being vigilant against
English influence look like in day-today life?

Do you worry about them rebelling
against what you are teaching them?
ANDREW: Our strategy is to just plant as
many seeds as we can, so that when the
girls are teenagers, the more seeds they
have in their soul, the more they’ll be able
to access them. —COURTNEY SHEA
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