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Preface
 
From 1993 to 1995, twelve Cree Elders from Saskatchewan 
were assembled on several occasions to discuss and 
document historical education practices of Saskatchewan 
Cree people. The proceedings of these meetings formed 
the basis of a study that recognized the legitimacy of the 
oral tradition in Cree culture and recorded information as 
it was offered. The study made several recommendations 
based upon the information recorded, and it was submitted 
as a Master’s thesis to the University of Saskatchewan, 
titled The Foundations of Cree Education (Lobe,1995).

The goal of the thesis was to assemble a valid body of 
knowledge that could be interpreted for use in reviewing 
the delivery of education and schooling to Cree students. 
The expressed intent of the research was to offer specific 
guidelines to present day educators.

This booklet is a review of the recommendations from 
the above study. They are noted here in the words of the 
Elders. The directive tone of the comments reminds us 
of the Elders’ sincere feelings and the urgency for us to 
act on their recommendations. Their words are followed 
by specific examples of strategies and activities that 
school administrators and governing bodies should 
consider when implementing the recommendations.

 

 
Implementing these recommendations should  
be considered by decision makers at all levels  
wherever possible.

The purpose of this booklet is to create a resource that 
will help educators make the school a more  
“First Nations friendly” place.

The Elders’  words are translated here into positive strategies 
that identify important ways that the Cree community 
can connect with the school community.

In preparing this booklet, it was noted that the term 
‘Elder’ did not accurately reflect the role nor the  
importance of the people that had contributed to  
this study. Rather, the Cree word ‘ke-  hte-  -ayak’ is  
a more accurate and respectful term to use when  
referring to these important resource people; for that 
reason we have added the Cree word in parentheses 
throughout this booklet.

It is important to make mention that the Cree  
foundations referred to in the original study are not  
necessarily applicable to other language groups.

Gordon Lobe
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Introduction 

“The bringing up of a child can be likened to braiding a 
willow. It will grow as you braid it. So it is with a child – 
what he is taught and what is done with him as a child 
is how he will grow up, just like the braided willow. We 
must never forget that. That is why the Elders say we 
must raise our young with love, kindness and respect so 
they will lead strong healthy lives. In Cree the word  
‘kise-  wa-  tisiwin’ means all of those things: love, kindness 
and respect.” 

Elder Rose Atimoyoo

Note the artist’s depiction of the Elder’s metaphor.

The Office of the Treaty Commissioner acknowledges 
the contribution of Gilbert Baldhead for his work in 
developing the metaphor on the right. 
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There are recurring themes that emerge through the 
words of the Elders. The most basic of these are the  
importance of the Cree Language (ne-  hiyawe-  win) and the 
‘Teaching Stories’ – they are central to all the discussions. 
The other key concepts are:

•  Spirituality – an over-arching influence that refers to 
the Creator’s presence in nature and all our activities.

•  World View – a way of seeing things that gives value 
to all parts of the universe, both animate and inanimate.

•  Child Rearing – gives a special importance to the 
young, and forms the basis of the strong kinship ties 
fundamental to Cree culture.

•  Oral Tradition – more than the vehicle for transmitting 
culture, it gives life to the rich ceremonies and  
traditions important to that culture’s survival.

These concepts are  
depicted at left in a  
circular model. The Elders 
(ke-  hte-  -ayak) note that in 
the Circle we are all on 
the same level, no one is 
left out, and newcomers  
are easily included.

It is noteworthy that there are four common areas of 
teaching and learning that run through all of the Elders’ 
(ke-  hte-  -ayak) comments in this model: 

1.  Kinship – the relationship and responsibility of each 
person for others, especially the children. 

2.  Values – the importance of respect and the way we 
treat others. 

3.  Knowledge for Life and Living – those skills and 
understandings that help one cope with growing up 
and surviving. The concepts noted in this model are 
held up like signposts to guide us. 

4.  Ceremony – those practices that reinforce cultural 
identity. 

These concepts are also reflected in current models 
developed by the Canadian Council on Learning.  
See: Appendix 1 - “First Nations Holistic Lifelong Learning 
Model” , Appendix 2 - “The First Nations Holistic Lifelong 
Learning Model as a framework to identify some required 
indicators”
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“ Words are important; they are  
what make us. Individuals are  
defined by the words they use,  
and the way they use them.”  
- Solomon Ratt

Words are an important way to explain 
our ideas, and ideas in any culture 
legitimize knowledge in that society. 
It is with words that these ideas are 
expressed. 

Ideas in Cree culture are tied to a different 
way of viewing the world, with specific 
words that describe that world view.  
It follows that Cree language is crucial  
to understanding the ideas that form a 
background for Cree children. 

Including Cree language will connect 
those children to their past, build self-
esteem and improve their opportunity  
to thrive in the school setting. 

1
Cree Language should be central 

to the school’s program.

 
“ Our language was  

given to us  
by our creator  
but we have failed  
to take it into  
the schools.” 
Elder Ernest Crowe

“ The language  
can be translated  
but the culture  
is left behind. “  
Elder Rose Atimoyoo

3
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1.  The importance of the Cree language in the school 
program is reflected in policy documents and hiring 
practices (e.g. Philosophy, Vision and Mission  
Statements, and Human Resource Policies).

2.  Kindergarten teachers are encouraged as much  
as possible to conduct their teaching in the  
child’s first language.

3.  There is a Cree program in every elementary 
classroom. Teachers are encouraged to integrate 
Cree words and anecdotes into all their instruction. 
Regular and constant exposure to Cree words and 
phrases is key to building sensitivity.

4.  Cree is included in every teacher’s instructional 
year plan.

5. Cree is included in the school’s strategic plan.

6.  Parents are included in the planning, delivery, 
and evaluation of the Cree program.

7.  Students are included in the planning and  
evaluation of the Cree program.

8.  There is a Cree Program Professional Learning Team 
(PLT), and SMART goals are developed and posted for 
the school’s Cree program. (Strategic, Measurable, 
Attainable, Resource based and Reasonable,  
Time-bound).

9.  Student progress in the Cree program is recorded 
and reported to parents at regular reporting periods.

10.  A Cree word or “phrase of the day” is included in 
the morning announcements.

11.  Cree words, pictures and role models appear on 
bulletin boards and in displays.

12.  There are high school Cree language credit courses. 
(Options provided when class sizes are small.)

13.  There is a Cree Professional Development Plan for 
all staff.

14.  Staff are sponsored to take ‘Cree Foundations’ courses.

15.  Cree language programs for non-Cree speaking 
staff are sponsored by the school.

16.  School communication plans include strategies to 
inform the public of program directions regarding 
Cree language.

4
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“ An Elder should be in the school to 
go into classrooms and talk to the 
children… not once or twice, but 
over and over. They need a steady 
hand to guide them, to talk to 
them about what’s good and bad. 
Children need to be counseled  
and it needs to be on-going.”  
Elder Rose Atimoyoo

“ Every Elder is gifted, and  
when they come to talk in the  
classroom, there is unseen power 
in the circle. When you are in the 
circle you are in a sacred place.”  
Elder Emma Sand

“ Our young people need  
guidance and counseling  
to give them awareness of  
the responsibilities of a  
husband and wife.”  
Elder Emma Sand

5

In Cree culture, each adult is  
personally responsible for each child; 
in effect, each child has many mothers 
and fathers.

More recently, the nuclear family  
created small family units of parents 
and their children that often function 
in semi-isolation.

Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak) working in schools 
can help to re-establish the connection  
between Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak) and  
children that is often lost in the nuclear 
family. Their involvement in the school 
creates opportunities for children to 
build respect for Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak), 
their culture, and themselves.

2
There should be a core of  

Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak) available in schools 
at all times to deliver the  

Guidance and Counseling Program.
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1.  There is an Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak) program in the 
school.

2.  Time allocations for Elders’ (ke-  hte-  -ayak)  
presentations respect the need for flexibility to  
accommodate the time requirements of the  
Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak).

3.  Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak) are included in the planning of 
the school’s calendar and activities.

4.  All staff are encouraged to develop mentor  
relationships with Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak).

5.  A centrally located Elders’ (ke-  hte-  -ayak) space is  
identified for meeting, counseling and ceremonies.

6.  Support for Elders’ (ke-  hte-  -ayak) activities is  
included in the school’s budget.

7.   ‘Adopt-an-Elder’ (ke-  hte-  -ayak) program for each  
classroom encourages children to connect with 

Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak).

8.   Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak) are sponsored to attend gather-
ings that reinforce, support, and foster growth in 
their roles as mentors to the students and staff.

9.   Elders’ (ke-  hte-  -ayak) activities are coordinated 
through an Elders’ (ke-  hte-  -ayak) council.

10.   Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak) are included as dignitaries at 
school functions.

11.   School communication plans include strategies  
to inform the public of the importance of  
ceremonies and cultural events.

See:  
Appendix 3 - “Towards A Common Understanding of 
Cultural Responsiveness”

6
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Ceremonies remind us of who we are 
and connect us to our past.

Including ceremonies that build  
self-esteem and celebrate individual  
student milestones tend to foster  
belonging.

Celebrations that bring Cree spiritual 
and cultural leaders into the school in 
a formal way recognize the importance 
of this component.

Celebrations bridge cultures and build 
respect and understanding between 
communities.

“ There should be time, just 
like they have for math,  
to talk and learn about the  
culture and values…  
it’s what makes you an  
important person.”  
Elder Emma Sand 

 

“ The students need to be 
taught that these are  
special things...  
like the pipe. And there 
should be a pipe ceremony 
at the start of the year…  
I mean, who are we?  
Where did we come from? 
There is a gap.”  
Elder Rose Atimoyoo

7

3
Cultural customs, spirituality and the 
pipe should be taught in the school 

from the Cree perspective.
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Local Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak) and  
community leaders must be  
consulted to ensure that local  
protocols are respected (there  
are differences from community  
to community)

1.  Proper protocol when inviting Elders 
(ke-  hte-  -ayak) is taught to all students  
and staff.

2.  Pipe ceremonies are held at the  
beginning of the year and preceding 
special school events such as Round 
Dances, Feasts, Pow Wows, Men’s 
Circles and Women’s Circles.

3.  The local Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak) group  
jointly plans their activities annually 
with parents, administration, and 
school staff. The planning process 
includes a review and updating of the 
previous year’s activities.

4.  Storytelling is part of the learning  
program.

5.  Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak) are invited to share 
stories. (Teachers are trained to follow 
proper protocol).

6.  First Nations’ ceremonies and activities 
are scheduled and appear on calendars 
and notes announcing upcoming 
events.

7.  Appropriate monetary support for  
ceremonies is made available to the 
school as a normal part of the budget.

8.  Specific cultural activities, like Cultural 
Days or Cultural Camps, are part of the 
school’s activities.

9.  School communication plans include 
strategies to inform the public of  
program directions regarding  
ceremonies and cultural events.

“This is our sacred pipe, this 
is the sacred Eagle staff, this 

is the sacred cloth. These 
you place before anything 

in your life. That is what was 
given to us by the creator, 
but we have failed to take 

that into the schools for our 
children to learn.”  

Elder Ernest Crowe

 
“To survive, we have to  

believe and pass it on  
to the next generation.”  

Elder Norman Sunchild

8

Sample strategies and activities that give prominence to ceremonies and  
cultural events in the school
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“ Children will copy what people do 
around them. That is why young 
children in days gone by used to 
help cook, sew and hunt.  
They were learning by example 
from their parents and Elders. 
They were not told what to do: 
they made up their own minds.”  
Elder Gladys Wapass Greyeyes

 
 

“ Elders came in every Friday to 
have a pipe ceremony with the 
students. They were taught hand 
games and songs from our past.  
We had a big drum and  
four little drums.” 
Elder Narcisse Daniels

9

Sample strategies and activities that give prominence to ceremonies and  
cultural events in the school

Parents are the children’s first teachers, 
and we have known for years that  
children do better when their parents 
are involved with the school.

Too often, schools become places 
where children and teachers go, but 
parents rarely go.

We must make changes that bring  
parents into the school.

4
Parents and Elders (ke-  hte-   -ayak) should 
be involved in the education of children 

and they should teach by example.
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1.  Daycare services are provided for  
parents that wish to assist or volunteer 
in the school.

2.  Recognition is given to classroom 
groups that involve parents in their 
daily activities.

3.  Guidelines for parent volunteers are 
jointly developed by teachers, Elders 
(ke-  hte-  -ayak), and the parents’ council.

4.  Teachers, paraprofessionals and other 
support staff are given specific  
in-service training to reinforce the im-
portance of parent/Elder (ke-  hte-  -ayak) 
involvement and provide practical  
suggestions.

5.  The business community is formally 
encouraged to support active parent 
involvement initiatives.

6.  All teachers have a plan to visit  
every child’s home, and students are 
involved in taking teachers home to 
meet parents.

7.  Parents have responsible roles in 
planning special school events such 
as graduations, picnics, field days and 
field trips.

8.  Classrooms show evidence that Elders 
(ke-  hte-  -ayak), grandparents, parents, 
and other knowledge keepers, are impor-
tant contributors to their programs.

9.  Teachers initiate and reinforce personal 
connections with the students.

10.  School communication plans include 
strategies to inform the public of  
program directions regarding parent/
Elder (ke-  hte-  -ayak) involvement.

“When an Elder talks,  
everyone listens. That is  

what heals us inside.”  
Elder Jean Marie Felix 

 

“....They would not only know 
what they learn in books,  
but they would also know  

the teachings of their  
parents and Elders.”  

Elder Gladys Wapass Greyeyes

“We cannot expect the  
teachers to replace us  

as parents and Elders…  
we need to do this.” 

Elder Rose Atimoyoo

10

Sample strategies and activities that give prominence to parent/Elder  
(ke-  hte-  -ayak) involvement in the school
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Sample strategies and activities that give prominence to parent/Elder  
(ke-  hte-  -ayak) involvement in the school

“ The men and women were created 
last… they were the most  
dependent of all beings.”  
Basil Johnston

“ Humanity is totally dependent on 
all life forms for its existence.”  
Federation of Saskatchewan Indian  
Nations, Principle One

“ There is a hierarchy set in place by 
the Creator; the needs of animals 
and plant life come first and are to 
be respected.” Federation of  
Saskatchewan Indian Nations, Principle Four

The concept of Cree World View includes 
an understanding of creation where 
human beings are the most dependent 
rather than the most dominant. It 
values all creatures and elements, and 
challenges us to treat them with respect.

Understanding this philosophy  
fundamentally changes the way we 
relate to the earth.

More importantly, it changes the way 
we must teach our children about the 
earth, its elements and the creatures 
that sustain us.

5
Cree World View should be taught  

in the school.

Making the Connection - Cree First Nations ke-  hte-  -ayak thoughts on education

 
 

“ Creator gave all Life Forms an 
instinct and made all Life Forms 
equal. Humanity could not  
survive. Life Forms begged the 
Creator to give humanity  
“ the ability to think.” Humanity 
returned and begged Creator for 
more help. Creator gave humanity 
the gift of voice. Voice became a 
powerful tool for humanity.”  
Judy A. Bear



“ Our youth must know  
how humans fit in to  

the natural world,  
and how they are  

a very small part of  
that world.” 

Elder Gladys Wapass Greyeyes

1.   Cree philosophy and instructional 
practices that show respect for each 
other and the world are in evidence in 
the school. Cultural reminders create 
a culturally welcoming atmosphere in 
the school.

2.   Teachers are encouraged to use  
cooperative instructional strategies,  
especially in the primary grades, to 
foster the holistic nature of instruction.

3.   Teachers are encouraged to collaborate 
and create networks that model the 
sharing philosophy.

4.   Cree World View is included as a  
regular part of instruction.

5.   School communication plans include 
strategies to inform the public of their 
program directions regarding Cree 
World View.

6.   Resources that focus on Cree World 
View, provided by the Office of the 
Treaty Commissioner, are evident in 
the classroom and in the teacher’s year 
and unit plans.

See:  
Appendix 4 – “First Nations World View”  
by Judy Bear

12

Sample strategies and activities that give prominence to the  
Cree World View in the school
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“ We should be teaching 
about treaties in school; 
they should be part of the 
curriculum. We should be 
teaching about our history 
and how things came to be, 
from our own perspective.” 
Elder Emma Sand

 
“ It’s a good thing to learn 

about the treaties and what 
went on after the treaties, 
after the reserves were  
created. That’s real to me. 
It’s real history.” 
Elder Rose Atimoyoo

13

Sample strategies and activities that give prominence to the  
Cree World View in the school

The written text of the treaties is one 
source of treaty information.

The spirit and intent of the treaty  
parties is important to the understanding 
of treaties.

The oral tradition is an important  
component of treaty understanding.

6
The treaties and Cree history should be 

taught in the school; stories and the oral 
tradition should be used to teach them.
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1.   Planning for the teaching of the treaties is in  
every class’ yearly plan and includes the  
resources available from the Office of the  
Treaty Commissioner.

2.   Every class has access to a “Treaty Kit” (available 
from the Office of the Treaty Commissioner).

3.   Elders (ke-  hte-  -ayak) and Cree historians are  
identified and included as resource people in  
the regular program.

4.   Elders’ (ke-  hte-  -ayak) story time is identified as a  
special occasion in the school.

5.   School communication plans include strategies  
to inform the public of program directions  
regarding treaties.

14
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About the First Nations Holistic Lifelong  
Learning Model 

The First Nations Holistic Lifelong Learning Model  
represents the link between First Nations lifelong 
learning and community well-being, and can be  
used for measuring success in lifelong learning.

For First Nations people, the purpose of learning is  
to honour and protect the earth, and ensure the  
long-term sustainability of life. To illustrate the organic 
and self regenerative nature of First Nations learning, 
the Holistic Lifelong Learning model uses a stylistic 
graphic of a living tree. The tree depicts the cycles of 
learning for an individual and identifies the influences 

that affect individual learning and 
collective well-being.

The First Nations Holistic Lifelong 
Learning Model is a result of ongoing 
discussions among First Nations 
learning professionals, community 
practitioners, researchers and  
analysts. For a complete list of  
individuals and organizations that 
have contributed to the development 
of this learning model, visit  
www.ccl-cca.ca.
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First Nations Holistic Lifelong Learning Model –  
Canadian Council on Learning (2007) (reprinted with permission)
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Describing The Model

The First Nations learner dwells in a world of continual 
re-formation, where interactive cycles, rather than  
disconnected events occur. In this world, nothing is  
simply a cause or an effect, but the expression of the  
interconnectedness of life. These relationships are 
circular rather than linear, holistic and cumulative rather 
than compartmentalized. The model of learning for First 
Nations people reflects and honours this understanding.

Lifelong learning for First Nations people is grounded in 
experiences that embrace both indigenous and Western 
knowledge traditions, as depicted in the tree’s root system, 
”Sources and Domains of Knowledge”. Just as the tree 
draws nourishment through its roots, the First Nations 
person learns from and through the natural world, 
language, traditions and ceremonies, and the world of 
people (self, family, ancestors, clan, community, nation 
and other nations). Any uneven root growth can  
destabilize the learning system. The root system also 
depicts the intertwining presence of indigenous and 
Western knowledge, which forms part of the tree trunk’s 
core, where learning develops.

A cross-sectional view of the trunk reveals the “Learning 
Rings of the Individual”. At the ring’s core are the four  
dimensions of personal development – spiritual,  
emotional, physical, mental – through which learning 
is experienced holistically. The tree’s rings portray how 

learning is a lifelong process that begins at birth and 
progresses through childhood, youth and adulthood.

Learning opportunities are available in all stages of 
First Nations life. They can occur in both informal and 
formal settings, such as in the home, on the land, or in 
the school. The stages of learning begin with the early 
childhood phase and progress through elementary, 
secondary and post-secondary education, to adult skills 
training and employment. Intergenerational knowledge 
is transmitted to the individual from the sources within 
its roots.

The First Nations learner experiences the various  
relationships within indigenous and western knowledge 
traditions through their emotional mental, spiritual and 
physical dimensions. The tree’s extended branches, which 
represent the individual’s harmony and well-being,  
depict the development of these experiences. The  
individual’s well-being supports the cultural, social,  
political and economic “Collective Well-Being”,  
represented by the four clusters of leaves.

Just as the leaves provide nourishment to the roots and 
support the tree’s foundation, the community’s collective 
well-being rejuvenates the individual’s learning cycle. 
Learning guides-mentors, counselors, parents, teachers 
and Elders – provide additional support and opportunities 
for individuals to learn throughout their lifespan.

17
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At the national level, there is no 
holistic framework for measuring 
progress in life-long learning for 
First Nations, Inuit and Metis. CCL 
presents three examples of how 
the Holistic Lifelong Learning Models 
can be used as the basis for a  
national framework to organize 
the indicators required to measure 
First Nations, Inuit and Metis learning.

For the framework to succeed, 
indicators that measure lifelong 
learning must be culturally relevant, 
responsive to community needs 
and grounded in research.

The attached table proposes 
examples of national indicators to 
measure success in First Nations 
learning, based on the First Nations 
Holistic Lifelong Learning Model.
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The First Nations Holistic Lifelong Learning Model as a  
framework to identify some required indicators.  
Canadian Council on Learning (2007)  (reprinted with permission)

Office of the Treaty Commissioner

Place where learning occurs (sources of learning)
Home School/Institution Community Land Workplace

St
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f t
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nk

)

Early  
Learning

Formal 
Learning Not Applicable

Informal 
Learning

Extent to which parents 
read to children

Access to First Nations- 
specific ECE program

Access to organized activities 
(reading programs, play 
groups)

Interaction with family 
who help understand 
traditional practices

Not Applicable

Elementary 
/ Secondary 
Education

Formal 
Learning High School graduation rate Exposure to school field 

trips to sacred sites

Informal 
Learning

Use of First Nations 
language at home

Participation in sports and 
recreation programs at 
school

Participation in First Nations 
ceremonies and festivals

Practice of First Nations 
traditional skills (hunting, 
trapping)

Availability of internship 
programs

Post-Second-
ary Education

Formal 
Learning

Participation in distance 
learning courses leading to 
a certification

University completion rate
Availability of community-
based post-secondary 
programs

Availability of  
apprenticeship programs

Informal 
Learning

Exposure to First Nations 
culture and traditions at 
home

Access to Aboriginal student 
centres and/or support 
programs

Access to a community 
library

Use of celestial bodies 
(interpreting seasons, 
navigation, weather)

Availability of non-formal 
workplace training

Adult  
Learning

Formal 
Learning

First Nations adults returning 
to school to complete high 
school diploma

Participation in formal 
workplace training

Informal 
Learning

Reading non-work related 
material at home

Community involvement 
and volunteering

Knowledge of traditional 
medicines and herbs

Self-directed learning 
through the Internet

Inter-
generational 
Learning

Formal 
Learning

Proportion of teachers in 
school who are First Nations

Informal 
Learning

Intergenerational  
transmission of First  
Nations culture at home

Involvement of Elders at 
schools

Exposure and interaction with 
Elders who help understand 
language and culture

Extent of use of traditional 
practices

Use of First Nations  
language in the workplace

Table 1: Preliminary national framework: First Nations 
The table below proposes examples of national indicators required to measure success in  
First Nations learning, based on the First Nations Holistic Lifelong Learning Model.
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Saskatoon Public Schools has engaged in this research 
because it values and recognizes the vital role that culture 
plays in the development of strong learners, schools 
and systems. This work is about becoming more culturally 
responsive to enhance and improve student achievement 
with an emphasis on First Nation, Inuit and Métis students.

Enhancing cultural responsiveness in Saskatoon Public 
Schools has three distinct forms. It is:

De-constructive – It requires honest reflection on the 
current practices in schools to determine if there needs 
to be a tearing down of philosophy, beliefs, and actions 
that are not in alignment with the characteristics of 
culturally responsive schools.

Re-constructive – Attention may need to be directed 
to areas that need enhancement to nurture and grow 
culturally responsive schools. After internal assessments 
are performed, each school will have the opportunity  
to determine their needs and, subsequently, their  
starting points.

Constructive – Cross-cultural understanding, respect 
and appreciation will allow for an enlightened system 
to emerge that embraces the knowledge that cultural 
diversity brings, and is strengthened as a result of this 
cultural sharing. This will build on the good work and 
practices currently utilized by Saskatoon Public Schools 
and deepen the knowledge of responding appropriately 
and respectfully to the cultural diversity in the school 
community. A data collection strategy will be devised 
to form baseline data and design appropriate measures 
to assess the impact that culturally responsive practices 
have on school culture and student achievement.

This report is written and presented in a spirit of  
humility. It is our hope that with the continued support 
of the Okiciyapi Partnership, the Community Advisory 
Committee, and the resolve to improve student 
achievement for First Nations, Inuit and Métis students, 
the vision of affirmed, successful, strong young people 
who feel a sense of belonging, know their place in the 
world, and can contribute to their school, family,  
community and nation will be fulfilled.

Making the Connection - Cree First Nations ke-  hte-  -ayak thoughts on education
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Elder Jim Kâ-Nîpitêhtêw

A monolingual speaker from Onion Lake, 
Saskatchewan, ka-pimwehahk / Jim  
Kâ-Nîpitêhtêw was a highly respected  
orator. In later years he served as senior 
member of the Council of Elders at the  
Saskatchewan Indian Cultural College in 
Saskatoon. His discourses have great force 

and authority, and no speeches of similar  

scope or depth have ever been published in their original 
form. In these eight speeches, published in The Counselling 
Speeches of Jim Kâ-Nîpitêhtêw, ka-pimwewehahk speaks of his 
concerns for young people, the proper performance of rituals, 
and also gives an account of the signing of Treaty Six.

(Adapted from materials from the Saskatchewan Indian  
Cultural Centre).

Elder Norman Sunchild

Norman Sunchild was born December 12, 
1913 on the Thunderchild First Nation to 
Alex Sunchild and Hilda Ratfoot. He resided 
and attended school at Thunderchild First 
Nation. He was married to Ina Blackbird for 
69 years until her passing in 1999. He lived 

off the land traditionally and resided on the TCFN until the date 
of his passing on November 18, 2002.

A highly respected Elder, he was a deeply spiritual man and a 
traditional pipe carrier. Sought out for his vast knowledge 

of culture, treaties and history, he freely shared his teachings, 
making it his honour to have been asked. He was full of  
kindness and humour, and enjoyed visiting his children and 
grandchildren, travelling and meeting new people.

He was a former Chief and Councillor of TCFN, and sat as an  
Elder and advisor to Treaty Six for Alberta and Saskatchewan 
and Federation of Saskatchewan Indian Nations for many  
years. He sat on the Treaty Governance Commission until the 
date of his passing. In 1999, he was named the FSIN Citizen  
of the year and nominated for the National Aboriginal  
Achievement Awards.
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Elder Smith Atimoyoo

Smith Atimoyoo was born on the Little 
Pine First Nation in the winter of 1915, as 
near as Elders of the reserve can estimate 
since, at the time, births of Band membership 
were unrecorded. He was known as  
’Mistapayw’ (Big Man) until he was about 

twelve years of age when he was baptized and named Smith, 
after a friend of his father whose last name was “Smith”. His 
father, ’George’, was Cree, and his mother,  ‘Hilda’, was Saulteaux. 
Both were very traditional. They did not speak the English  
language, and were highly respected in the general First  
Nation community.

Smith was raised in the traditional ways and always maintained 
respect for his traditional beliefs, culture and spirituality. He 
was fluent in the Cree and Saulteaux languages and, as he  
became educated, he became fluent in English and the written 
form of Cree (syllabics). His traditional education included 
listening to oral history, as well as observation of and  
participation in traditional ceremonies.

His formal education began at the Little Pine Day School. He 
was later sent to Prince Albert to complete his high school 
education at Saint George’s High School. He then attended 

theological classes at the College of Emmanuel and St. Chad  
in Saskatoon, and became an ordained minister with the  
Anglican Church. He also attended Teachers’ College, and  
became a teacher, he taught on reserves in Northern  
Saskatchewan for 19 years.

Smith was a great believer in the importance of retaining the 
language and culture to ensure that the children are able to 
understand each other and the treaties. He is quoted as saying 
that “the given language is good, but only if we can speak it”. 
He observed that, “maybe if we can understand our values and 
culture, we can become people that are respected”. He noted 
that it is through the teaching of the treaties that children can 
learn to be proud of themselves as First Nations people.

Since he was well schooled in tradition, he saw the gradual 
erosion and disappearance of more and more traditions, 
values, principles and ceremonies. In 1961, he left the Anglican 
ministry. He worked with the Battleford’s Indian and Metis 
Friendship Centre for nine years until 1970 when he became 
involved in the creation of a Cultural Centre for the Federation 
of Saskatchewan Indians. Once the Centre was funded, Smith 
became Co-ordinator of the Elders Program.
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Elder Rose Atimoyoo

Elder Rose Atimoyoo was born in a cabin on the shore of Morin 
Lake, near the hamlet of Victoire, Saskatchewan on November 
29, 1930. She was raised with the Cree language, and learned 
English when she went to school.

She started her career with National Health and Welfare as 
a Nurse’s Aide at the Battlefords Indian Hospital. She then 
became the Supervisor of the Community Health Worker 
program for the Meadow Lake Zone until her retirement. Her 
knowledge of the Cree language and culture has been a big 
asset in her work. In retirement, her work still continues in an 
advisory capacity to the medical community.

Elder Rose played an important role in the Saskatoon Tribal 
Council’s research project titled, The Foundations of Cree  
Education. Her vast knowledge and strong connection to the 
Cree language, together with her other life experiences, gave 
her a very influential voice in the deliberations centered on 
the importance of Cree language and culture. She played a 
key role in translating the quotations of the Elders, making 
them come alive by exploring the meanings of key Cree words, 
always making the final product richer because of it.

Elder Antoine Sand

Elder Antoine Sand was born in 1926. He 
lived his whole life on the Mistawasis Reserve. 
He was a bus driver for 18 years until he  
retired. He then began working for the FSIN, 
and then the Saskatoon Tribal Council.

An Elder and pipe-holder, he traveled to 
many schools, working with students and teachers. This was, in 
his words, “a dream come true. I’m back to the Indian ways”.

He goes on to note, “I became a pipe-holder, which is one way, 
my way, to help the Indian people to understand who they are, 
and to be proud of who they are. This is what I do…”

“I talk to young people about their culture. I try to answer their 
questions. I do only what I know, and nothing more… this is 
what I was taught.

“I hold a pipe; this requires total honesty from me to others.”
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Elder Gladys Wapass Greyeyes

Born to David Jimmy and Maryanne 
Neepsiwakask (Willow Bark) on July 30, 
1939 on the Thunderchild First Nation, 
Gladys remembers her first six years as the 
happiest of her life. The next eleven years 
were spent in the Onion Lake Residential 

School, and happy memories were confined to the two months 
every summer when she was allowed to go back home. It was 
during those summer months back home that Gladys “learned 
more than she ever did at school”. Gladys explains that, over the 
years, knowing where she came from has given her the strength 
to pursue her goals and dreams. Gladys remembers her mother 
as being very kind, teaching “not to hate people, but to dislike what 
they do”; it was a response to those teachings that gave rise to 

the belief that “the woman’s role all her life is to be a teacher”.

Gladys notes that remembering the teachings of her parents 
made her what she is today. It was her mother who taught that “ 
the universe (isp|- hta-  skamikahk) is the classroom and/or church, 
and that one does not have to be ‘boxed in’ to learn or pray”.

Gladys went to University as an adult student, taking classes 
in teaching methodology that helped her as a Cree teacher. 
She taught Cree in the Thunderchild School for 12 years and 
in Muskeg Lake for six or seven years. In recent times, Gladys 
has been invited as an Elder to help in various social and 
educational capacities throughout Saskatchewan that include 
counselling youth in substance abuse situations, and working 
in schools as part of the “Treaties in the Classroom” project.

Elder Ernest Crowe

Born on the Piapot Reserve to parents 
Rayme and Blanche Crowe, Elder Ernest 
Crowe’s life was an example of diverse  
talents and interests. At different times  
during his eighty-plus years, he was a  
construction worker, farmer, crane operator, 

driver trainer, member of the Canadian Armed Forces, highway 
traffic officer and Grand Chief of the Saskatchewan Indian  
Veteran’s Association. He was well respected and became 
known as an eloquent speaker in First Nations political circles.

Elder Ernest Crowe attended school at Lebret, where they 
cut off his braids. He left school early. The harsh treatment he 
received at this school left him with a burning desire to be  
the first chairman of the school board when it was transferred 
to Indian control, and he was instrumental in the signing of  
the agreement with INAC and the ‘quiet’ take over from the  
Oblate Fathers. This accomplishment was one that he took 
great pleasure in having achieved.

A man of amazing accomplishments.
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Elder Emma Sand

Elder Emma Sand was a member of the 
Mistawasis First Nation. She had a long 
history of involvement as an Elder and 
supporter of the Saskatchewan Indian 
Women’s Association.

Elder Emma worked as an Elder in activities at 
the Saskatoon Tribal Council and, together with her husband Tony, 
she worked for many years at the Saskatchewan Indian Federated 
College and then later at the First Nations University of Canada.

In April of 1979, Emma was elected 3rd Vice President of the 
Saskatchewan Indian Women’s Association. She often spoke of 

the importance for First Nations women to be strong role models 
that were part of the solution in First Nations development.

Elder Emma Sand was a key voice in the Saskatoon Tribal 
Council’s research resulting in the document: The Foundations 
of Cree Education. Her passionate and eloquent talks that 
reinforced the importance of teaching the young to be proud 
of their heritage set an important tone in the project. The 
message to young people, especially young girls and women, 
spoke of the importance of guidance in the transition, especially 
from girl to woman. The important role that women play in 
providing this guidance was also a recurring message.

Elder Fred Spyglass
Elder Fred Spyglass was born in a teepee 
on the Mosquito Reserve to Willie Spyglass 
from Mosquito Reserve and Annie Bear  
Spyglass from the Spear Reserve in North 
Dakota. He speaks Cree and Nakota. He 
grew up on the reserve and learned to hunt 
and survive with an axe, a gun and a horse.

This gentleman remembers his father as a good farmer. He 
remembers seeding the crop, threshing and taking it to the 
elevator six miles away at Red Pheasant. Elder Spyglass remembers 
fondly the time he spent hunting and trapping for a living, 
sometimes wishing that he could go back.

His wife of 47 years was from Red Pheasant. They had 10 children. 
They were a team. They lived on Mosquito Reserve until 1980 

when they moved to North Battleford to provide better secondary 
educational opportunities for their children. Later, they moved 
to Saskatoon to better enable their children to pursue  
post-secondary goals.

Elder Fred Spyglass attended day school on Mosquito Reserve 
until grade five. Later, as an adult, he spent many years working 
in the correctional system as an Elder and counselor, and then 
as an Elder in schools and the university.

Elder Fred Spyglass conducts many cultural and naming 
ceremonies; he is a pipe carrier. He notes that he ‘helps’ with 
Powwows, Round Dances, Sundances, Sweatlodges, Feasts and 
Ladies’ Eagle Feather Hand Games. Respect plays an important 
part in this gentleman’s life; he notes the importance for  
everyone to learn and respect the beliefs of others.
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Elder Jean Marie Felix

Ka-  hpeha-  yimis (“the one who has seen 
hard times”), was appropriately christened. 
He saw the times when there was no 
mechanized transportation and no welfare, 
and lived to witness man’s first steps on 
the moon.

This gentleman came from Stony Lake (near present day Big 
River). The smallpox and tuberculosis epidemics of 1929 / 1930 
forced this man’s parents to move to the Sturgeon Lake Reserve 
so they could be closer to treatment facilities for tuberculosis 
in Prince Albert.

Elder Jean Marie met his wife in Sturgeon Lake where they settled 
down and raised 10 children. He became known as the strongest 
man on the reserve, and we are told that when he was 67 years 
old he could still pack an amazing 900 pounds of flour on his back.

Elder Jean Marie was a man of vision, knowing that his children 
would need education to succeed. It was important to him that his 
children graduate from high school, and go on to further training.

Elder Jean Marie led the Sundance and Sweatlodge ceremonies 
on the reserve and was named ‘Elder of the Year’ in Sturgeon 
Lake. He also served as House Elder at Prince Albert Grand 
Council for 7 or 8 years and Resident Elder at FSIN.

Elder Andrew Bear

Elder Andrew Bear of the Muskoday First 
Nation was born in 1915. He passed away 
in 1994. He was Chief for several terms 
over the years, and is still remembered 
for his abiding interest in education and 
recreation. He also worked as the welfare 
administrator for five years.

Elder Bear is remembered for his interest and support of local 
cultural activities, and leading the way in establishing the  
Pow Wow committee on the reserve.

This man also served as lay reader in the Anglican church.
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Elder John James Daniels

Born in 1930, Elder John James Daniels was 
orphaned when he was a baby and went 
to school at St. Michael’s Residential School 
in Duck Lake when he was six years old. He 
stayed there year-round until he left the 
school in 1945. He remembers spending most 

of his time in Duck Lake milking cows and working in the fields, 
with not much time for education. While at St. Michaels he learned 
how to play hockey, and actively played until he was 70 years 
old. Some of his fondest memories are of playing hockey on 
teams with his sons, initially, and then later with his grandsons.

After leaving St. Michaels school, Elder John James met  
Madeline Primeau from Victoire, and they were together for 
nearly 50 years. They had eight boys and two girls.

Elder John James Daniels was a cultural leader on the reserves, 
helping out with feasts, ceremonies and cultural prayers  
whenever he was asked. He also worked in the local Healing 
Lodge in the community of Sturgeon Lake.

Elder John James Daniels was a member of the school committee 
at the time that Sturgeon Lake took over operation of their school 
in 1976, and sat on that committee off and on over the years.
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