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Disclaimer

Nourishing the Learning Spirit: Elders’ Dialogue has been prepared for the Canadian Council on Learning’s
Aboriginal Learning Knowledge Centre by Yvonne Vizina, the Associate Director of the Aboriginal Education
Research Centre at the University of Saskatchewan.

This report, and the event it was based on, are collaborative efforts of the Office of the Treaty Commissioner
(Saskatchewan), the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education , the Saskatchewan Indian Cultural College, and the
Aboriginal Education Research Centre at the University of Saskatchewan.

This report is published by the Aboriginal Learning Knowledge Centre as a basis for further knowledge
exchange. However, the opinions and conclusions expressed in the document are those of the author and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Aboriginal Learning Knowledge Centre or its members.

A Description of the Aboriginal Learning Knowledge Centre

The Aboriginal Learning Knowledge Centre (AbLKC) is one of five knowledge centres established in various
learning domains by the Canadian Council on Learning (CCL). CCL is an independent, not-for-profit
corporation funded through an agreement with Human Resources and Social Development Canada. Its mandate
is to promote and support evidence-based decisions about learning throughout all stages of life, from early
childhood through to the senior years. The AbLKC is co-led by the First Nations Adult and Higher Education
Consortium (FNAHEC) and the Aboriginal Education Research Centre (AERC) College of Education,
University of Saskatchewan.

The AbLKC is guided in its work by a Steering Committee, a consortium of more than 100 organizations and
institutions, and six Animation Theme Bundles (ATBs) (which are led by members of the consortium). The ATBs
are:

1. Learning from Place -
Led by Narcisse Blood, Red Crow Community College, Lethbridge, AB

2. Nourishing the Learning Spirit -
led by Dr. Marie Battiste, College of Education, University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, SK

3. Aboriginal Languages and Learning -
led by Dr. Leona Makokis, Blue Quills Community College, St. Paul, AB

4. Diverse Educational Systems and Learning -
led by the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, Ted Amendt

5. Pedagogy of Professionals and Practitioners -
led by Dr. Sakej Henderson, Native Law Centre, University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, SK

6. Information Technology and Learning -
led by the Genesis Group, John and Debbie Simpson, Yellowknife, NWT

From the start, the AbLKC has recognized that the monitoring and reporting function of CCL required a
dialogue with Aboriginal Peoples to help inform and define successful learning from their perspective.

Together with CCL, the national Aboriginal organizations and interested individuals who have taken up this
work in communities and institutions across the country were invited to share their philosophies and
understandings of successful learning. The result was three Holistic Learning Models with shared philosophical



values and principles. It is the view of the AbLKC that the iterative Models which can be found at our website
www.ccl-cca.ca/aboriginallearning/ will serve as a framework for development of indicators to report and
monitor successful learning, as a framework in planning for successful learning for individuals and communities,
and in discerning what is, indeed, ‘a promising practice’. We believe there are many other potential applications
of these models.

In working toward an understanding of what constitutes successful Aboriginal learning, the AbLKC
acknowledges that the available evidence in the existing literature is partial, unclear or undefined and may not
always be representative of the Aboriginal Peoples’ perspective. Responding to the aspirations and needs of
Aboriginal learners means valuing their collective intellectual traditions and identities.
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ATB?2 Elder’s Dialogue — Summary

Nourishing the Learning Spirit: Elders’ Dialogue

Executive Summary

My parents were from different reserves, but both had their culture,
so I was raised with a traditional learning spirit. I was immersed in
Plains Cree culture and language. The culture and language are
interconnected and the worldview comes from the ancestors.

- Elder “F” (coded information) Nourishing the
Learning Spirit, Elder’s dialogue, March, 2008

In March 2008, the Makwa Sahgaiehcan First Nation played host to a gathering of Elders from
Saskatchewan called “Nourishing the Learning Spirit.” Presented by the University of
Saskatchewan’s Aboriginal Education Research Centre, the Office of the Treaty Commissioner,
and the Saskatchewan Indian Cultural Centre, this four-day event provided an opportunity for
Elders to share insights about how they understand the concept of learning within cultural
contexts that enable Aboriginal learners to develop knowledge, skills, attitudes and values that

improve their lifelong learning.

The level of technical detail contained in this report may seem trivial or out of context, but the
organizers felt that important lessons were learned about how to conduct research on Aboriginal

cultures and should be shared with interested parties.

Running from March 26 to 29, the event invited ‘witness participants’ to report on the responses
provided by the Elders regarding teachings and traditions as they understood them. Some of the

key responses gathered by these participants included:

» Elders explained the learning spirit’s presence throughout all stages of an individual’s life.
The learning spirit was described as existing in relation to one’s lived experiences,
responses to teachings, traditional values, use of original language and the need of
individuals not only to survive, but to honour one’s survival through the unchanged
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ceremonies passed from generation to generation.

* Many of the Elders referred to “gifts of the earth,” such as animals to hunt and berries to
harvest, and the experiences of living in connection to the natural world as part of a
traditional curriculum.

* Though ceremonies were not discussed in detail, the importance of ceremonies in the
learning process was emphasized by the Elders.

* The concept of respect was discussed at length, especially in terms of the need for self-
respect as a path to living an honourable life. Without self-respect it is difficult to
understand and respect the importance of language, ceremony, traditions, relationships
with others or with other parts of Creation.

* Throughout the interview sessions many comments made by Elders were left open to
interpretation. The spaces of the ‘unspoken’ or ‘unexplained’ emerged as possible
opportunities for self-guided learning.

* Acknowledging the spirit world and accepting the gifts of dreams and visions are an
essential part of traditional life, and an integral part of an individual’s learning journey.
This must be honoured through ceremony and supportive relationships with respected
spiritual leaders of the community.

* The Elders made a point of separating culture, beliefs, ceremony and traditional practices
from what is generally considered formal or structured education. There were no direct
attempts to explore this, but there was a clear distinction made between what we mean by
“school” versus learning in a cultural community.

* The Elders acknowledged the reality of positive and negative experiences that impact the
learning spirit, but focused on an individual’s ability to make good choices regardless of
their age or stage of learning.

The Elders always referred to the importance of an individual being grounded in culture and

tradition as an anchor to a good life.

The witness participants were also asked to listen to the teachings of the Elders over the course of
the event, reflect on what they heard and record their observations in journals. Samples from

some of these journals are included below.

Describe important stages in Elders’ learning journey. What has inspired them?

Many of the Elders spoke about the importance of respect, but it was not spoken about in
terms of “activities” to learn this value, negative connotations or complex discussion.
Rather, they [tried] to convey their understanding of the value through story and reflection
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by way of coming to witness the way in which it was illustrated by their grandparents and
other members of First Nations communities that they interacted with. I think this was one
of the key elements in a successful learning journey. (Witness Participant A)

How would you describe your understanding of the learning spirit?

It is my understanding that the learning spirit is a gift from the Creator and is a part of one’s
being. It is present from conception and birth and exists in an individual’s heart and soul. It
is a holistic concept, characterized by a combination of learning strengths, gifts and
capacities which are supported through inter-relationships with culture, language, tradition,
community, self and the natural world. (Witness Participant B)

How have these characterizations of a learning path resonated with you in terms of your
own learning journey?

The teachings taught to us were through oral tradition and hands-on experiences. Gender
roles were clearly defined as to what we needed to learn. Gender roles were given because
we had a different type of survival...we lived off the land, we gathered berries and roots
and the men hunted moose, deer, and small game for sustenance. Women did the duties
around the home and also children were taught to look after each other. (Witness
Participant C)

What do you think is needed to nourish your learning spirit? What was missing in your
past journey? How could this be different for future generations?

Personally, I have a great need to be around people who respect the natural world for its
inherent beauty, power and ability to sustain our lives. I need to be around people who can
provide gentle teaching without being angry or criticizing ... Being removed from the
natural world is like being sent to prison. There is an absence of a very powerful energy and
influence. For many years I avoided acknowledgement of spiritual experiences, and even
stopped participating in most traditional First Nation ceremonies. I made this choice
because I did not have a mentor that I had regular access to and did not understand what to
do with these experiences ... I think young people need to have relationships with the
natural world and with spiritual teachers who can help them understand the world around
them as they grow up. (Witness Participant A)

What impact have the Elders’ teachings had on your life path and your learning? If these
teachings were more widely known, how might these teachings impact individuals, families,
communities, Nations or Canada as a whole?

I believe that Elders’ teachings could have impacted me by allowing me to more fully
understand and appreciate my learning self, the place of my learning self in the world
around me and my responsibility in that worldview role. (Witness Participant B)
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What other comments would you add about this experience?

It brought back strong memories of my late mother who was the matriarch of our family.
Her inner strength and respect for all people helped us grow. It is within that process she
also taught about prayer and meditation. The workshop hit home and it was a positive
experience. (Witness Participant C)
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