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Acknowledging Treaty 7 Territory & Communities

• Today I acknowledge Treaty 7 and the Tsuu Tina community.

• I also want to thank the communities here for hosting this event and 
also thank the AFN for having me.

• I thank my Elder, Stella Blackbird, for sharing that teaching with me 
about all Land being sacred, about 10 years ago, while I lived in 
Calgary and was feeling far from home.



• My name is Michelle, Makadagobewiik Mooki dodem, Biigtigong Anishinabe.

• I grew up in Toronto and also along the north shore of Lake Superior.  In both 
places, I bonded on the Land & my childhood and I spent a great deal of time 
outside.

• I grew up close to cousins, my family and especially my granny.

• I am from the Michano family in Pic River, Biigtigong Anishinabeg. I am a member 
of Pic River First Nation or Begtekong, which means “where the river meets.” Pic 
River is located along the north shore of Lake Superior in Canada. In 2015 our 
community renamed to the traditional name.

• I have a degree from Trent University in Indigenous Studies, I attended the Enowkin 
Creative Writing Program, I have a B’ed and M.ed. from Lakehead University.
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Where I am from: My Introductions



• What I planned to do is about a 45 minute presentation and leaving 
1/2 hour for the collaborative part where we will get a chance to 
share and discuss application of Land and Learning.

• I will then start by discussing my research project from back home, 
Biigtigong Anishanabek where I first started my research based on 
The Significance of Land for Leaners, which really captured 
emotional connection to Land, relationships and Land as place of 
learning.

For Today



Gifts from The Elders
• Our community-based project was initiated in 2008. Initial discussions with Anishinabe Elders 

along the north shore of Lake Superior revealed considerable concern about industrial 
development in their traditional territories. Elders claimed that the impacts of this development 
was leading to changes in the health and well-being of their communities, and reducing their 
ability to share and practice their Indigenous Knowledge with younger generations.

• These early discussions led to development of a large study designed to connect Anishinabe 
youth and Elders in the preservation of Indigenous knowledge about health and environment, 
with emphasis placed on find useful ways to use Indigenous knowledge as a basis for 
protecting their environments and improving community health.

• Gifts from The Elders: http://giftsfromtheelders.ca; Initiated by my sister, the lead, researcher, 
Dr. Chantelle Richmond & film maker, & James Fortier.

• Both helped produce the films which accompany the research.



Indigenous Sense of Self
• ….is planted and rooted in the land. 

• The sacred bond with the land is more substantial than a propertied 
relationship and entails a responsibility to all living forms that are 
sustained from the soil: grasses, medicinal plants, fruit bushes and 
trees…. 

• …. I am constituted by my individual self and by my ancestors and future 
generations, who will originate in and have returned to the land…. 

• Like all living creatures, we as Indigenous people are sustained by our 
connection to the land. (Wilson, 2001, p. 91)



Methodologies 
To me Indigenous Methodology means we are talking about relationship 

accountability. As a researcher you are answering to all your relations 
while researching.

You are not answering questions of validity or reliability or making 
udgements of better or worse. 

Instead you should be fulfilling your relationships with the world around 
you & by being accountable to all my relations. (Wilson, 2008, p. 177) 

I tend to take a strength based approach and think, what would my 
grandfathers do? When i am feeling uncertain. Strength within roots.





Methodologies
• I found that most Indigenous Researchers, face a lot of alone time.

• Indigenous Methodologies are relatively new, and we face alot of “issues’ with the dominant 
pedagogies that are more accepted.

• We face the potential to be tokens on projects, or maybe even a gateway to Indigenous participants 
given our proximity to the communities we are from

• But knowing better, we still stand our ground in our commitment to:

• What is respectful

• What is relevant

• What is reciprocal

• How do we ensure that how we contribute is in line with decolonizing 



Methodologies 
• Checking with your heart. Does it feel right?

• Knowing your demographic and the communities you serve? 

• “Connecting” Smith (1999) writes that “connecting children to their 
Land and their genealogies through this process (burial of placentas) 
is also a part of a larger health project designed to encourage Maori 
Mothers to take better care of themselves, and their babies through 
stronger cultural supports. Connection is related to issues of identy, 
and place, to spiritual relationships and community well being.



Methodologies:
What decolonizing research means to me

• Cajete in Smith (1999) writes that celebrating is a natural outcome of 
spiritual sharing and it too can take on a diversity of forms. It is an 
individual and communal process that celebrates the mystery of life 
and the journey that each of us takes. Celebration is a way of 
spreading the lights around. (1999, p. 145).



Methodologies

• Sometimes where we situate ourselves, it can feel, that we have not 
had the opportunity to share and spread the lights of our survival 
around.



Methodologies

• Faries (2004). She identifies that we can use schools as a site of 
building nations and decolonizing. She states, “just as education has 
been used in the past to destroy First Nations, cultures and 
languages, education can now be used to build, restore, and revive 
First Nation cultures and languages” (p. 3).



Methodologies

• "The project of creating is about transcending the basic survival 
mode through using a resource or capability which every indigenous 
community has retained throughout colonization the ability to create 
and be creative

• The project of creating is not just about the artistic endeavours of 
individuals but about the spirit of creating which indigenous 
communities have exercised over thousands of years.



Research with Youth 
• I wanted to examine how youth learned in sites from back home & that 

learning was not just in the classroom.

• I decided my thesis would be my way of documenting stories from the 
youth, about how they connect on the Land.I decided I’d follow these 
research questions.

1. To understand how Anishinabek youth value the Land in regards to 
their learning;

2. To understand how Anishinabek youth value the Land in regards to 
good health. 





Research site: Biigtigong Anishinaabeg

• Our community is 400 hectares.

• Though our territory is much larger, which is our Land Claim, 
approximately 10,000 sq km.

• We are not signatories to the Treaty of the Robinson Superior.

• I interviewed 21 youth in total at various locations chosen by them.







Land as key to Traditional Knowledge

• Farrell (2008) who looks at Traditional Knowledges as including “four 
spheres: (a) the land, (b) the spiritual and personal experience, (c) 
the Elders, and (d) time and space” (p. 9).



• These four areas are central to Anishinaabe epistemology. I expand 
further in looking at how Land is interpreted by Anishinaabe youth 
who are from Pic River First Nation and how it contributes to their 
learning and health.

• Land is an intricate part of who we are as Anishinaabe people; 
this includes the Waters, and all Creation.















About our name: Bigtigong Anishinabeg
Here are some snapshots of some stories relating to 
Biigtig:

• It is the source of life for our people.

• Descriptions of the nature of the river.

• References to its role as a Highway.

• The Cedar trees that hover over the river.

• Deadhead logs and sunken trees at the  oor of the 
river.

• Water spirits.

• Offerings made to the spirits.

Some celebrations highlighting our name:

• New life – birthing our children.

• Putting away our dead.

• References to the color of the water & the

muddying of the water.

• Stories of eroding riverbanks.

• Stories of ice break up.

• • Stories of the strong current.

• • Stories of the tilling of the river  oor.



• Our elders, past and current, acknowledge Biigtigong is the 
traditional name of the community. For example, when our land claim 
was  led in Court in the 1980’s, the elders at the time (the generation 
of Alphose, Camille, Duncan, Benny, Clara, Mathilda, Annie), 
instructed the Council to use our traditional name. Our land claim 
was  led using the name Biigtigong (it was spelled as “Begetikong“). 
Our elders from the 1959 project reference our traditional name; 
there is no reference to Pic River First Nation or Pic 50 Heron Bay 
(we have audio and written documentation). Our elders today refer to 
our home as Biigtigong.  (Biigtigong Language Website)



How my home community engages on the Land

• Community feasts,

• Community Moose Hunt,

• Medicine Healing Walks,

• Ceremonies: sacred fires and sweat lodge, naming and other 
ceremonies,

• More recently our Chief, Duncan Michano led a group through a 
traditional canoe route for a few days.



Research on the Land
• My thesis research is meant as a small part of my family’s role in 

protecting the Land; my upbringing and connections to my 
Anishinabek community have influenced my desire to learn about 
traditional education and its role in supporting Anishinabek learners. 
Understanding the significance of Land for Anishinabek youth and 
what they see as its connection to their education and health is 
important. These findings support the position that we should 
continue to keep the Land the way it is so our future generations can 
experience this too.







Reciprocity

• We grew up hearing “all my relations”, realizing that Indigenous 
Methodologies is about building relations, acknowledging relations 
and supporting growth, I felt I had found my place.

• I identify as both an Indigenous Mother and Nation Builder.



Decolonizing with Art
I wanted to bring in a decolonizing approach with Land as the main topic and its 
role in Indigenous Learning.

I would use an arts based approach to teaching this topic area were participants 
would utilize their strengths, story, and self-reflection for conveying how Land is 
significant for learning.

Today story will guide us, but first I wanted to share with you some of the stories 
from the youth from back home in Biigtigong Anishnabek.





• Simpson (2002) reiterates the importance of Indigenous 
environmental programs as “one of the most important ways of 
strengthening our cultures, promoting environmental protection, the 
realization of sustainable local economies, and supporting students 
through healing and decolonizing processes” (p. 16).



Land Programming in Canada
• Land based programming is cited in RCAP (1996) as being something we 

should focus on, and there are many programs cited as up and running now 
in Canada- for example,

• Great Lake Culture Camps in Ontario

• Onaman Collective Culture Camp

• Ghost River Rediscovery here in Calgary & other sites

• What I think is additionally important is to figure out how to do more Land 
based programming so its an integral part of a school, as opposed to 
summer camps.



Learning Methods for Youth
• Indigenous Ways of Knowing and learning which is based on many 

methods:

• Building knowledge through family and traditions

• Through realizing your gifts (spiritual)

• McGregor (2004), an Anishinaabe scholar, states that “teachings are 
gained from animals, plants, the moon, the stars, water, wind and the 
spirit world” (p. 388), and that Aboriginal people “understood their 
relationship with Creation and assumed responsibilities given to them by 
the Creator" (p. 389). 



Intergenerational Learning

• Each Indigenous community identifies itself as a sacred place, a 
place of living, learning, teaching, and renewal; a place where the 
“People share the breath of life and thought” (p. 46). Importantly, this 
involves recognizing that each person is connected to a learning 
process “that begins with birth; each individual, from the youngest to 
the oldest has a role to play” (Cajete, 1994, p. 46).



• Storm: Yeah, I’ve actually went out on the boat once. And I’ve seen the boundaries of Pukaskwa. And there was a few times I got to go see – I guess learn things that I don’t 
really necessarily get to learn inside the office. And like when I went on the boat, they were telling me “Oh, this is this island, and this is this.” They showed me a few cabins. 
“And this is where the ecologists work and stay and stuff.” 

• And I found that really cool. It’s really a good opportunity to get out and learn things that you can’t learn inside here. I’ve heard of them, but no one’s actually talked to me 
about them. So it was nice to get out and see them and actually witness them with my own eyes and know what everyone’s talking about now.

• Interviewer: So when you went out on the boat were you just kind of overwhelmed with the amount of land there is out there?

• Storm: Yes. I couldn’t – I honestly thought it was just this little small circle where all the campsites were and that was it. I thought that was Pukaskwa. Then when we went 
out, they were all telling me “This is that” and then we were on the boat for a while; at least 20 minutes.  And someone had said, “This is probably the most beautiful part of 
Pukaskwa.” And they showed me a waterfall that went to the lake. And I was so confused.  I was like “Why do they keep saying ‘this part of Pukaskwa?” 

• I thought Pukaskwa – we passed it already. And then I was like “Okay” – at the end I was like “Okay, I just have to ask something.  You might think I’m weird, but was that 
all?” He’s like “Yeah that was all. It actually goes a little bit further.” I said, “Are you kidding?” He’s like “No.” I said “I honestly didn’t think it was that big.” It’s really – when 
you’re in here, you think it’s just this and that’s it, but it’s actually a lot more.

Biigtigong Youth Stories



• The land what it means to me as a youth is my home whatever. But I 
just can’t think of the land as a youth. I’m still thinking of the land as a 
mother kind of thing. So I still want the land to be just as livable as it 
is now. And I still want that for my kids in the future kind of thing. So it 
means a lot to me. I just wish everyone would take care of it and feel 
the same way. 

Biigtigong Youth Stories



• Just paying attention and taking care of the Land. If you start to 
destroy the Land, then future generations won't be able to have the 
opportunity to learn and experience the Land. Teaching me how to live 
by the Seven Grandfather Teachings, how to take those into account 
and how to practice them on a daily basis and stuff like that. I get a lot 
of history from him, he’s just one person that I was always able to 
open up with and talk with that, I’d always learn something from him 
every time I talked with him. There was always something new!

Biigtigong Youth Stories



• Lydia noted that her opportunities to learn about language and 
culture occurred outside the classroom, and Walking Turtle noted 
that living is learning. White Light noted learning can happen when 
we observe even the smallest person to the oldest. As such, learning 
is taking place outside of the classroom, and the youth of Pic River 
are actively seeking opportunities to learn on the Land. 

Biigtigong Youth Stories



• The relationships that the youth have with the community centre 
around the Land, their home, and all of Creation and The Pic River 
Youth stories elucidate that education can and should occur outside 
the classroom, in the activities of daily living and in the use and 
enjoyment of their traditional territory. The youth see learning as a 
key to moving forward and as something deeply entrenched in their 
philosophical outlook that coincides with respecting all life.

Biigtigong Youth Stories



• It is not simply the fact of being on the Land that is important, but it is 
the social and emotional relationships that are fostered through the 
traditional activities, such as hunting, fishing, trapping and berry 
picking, that brought the youth closer to their families in making them 
feel more connected to their traditional territory.

Biigtigong Youth Stories



• Pic River Youth health was impacted by these places as the places 
offer a sense of belonging, a passing on of tradition, a connection to 
reclaiming traditional and Indigenous knowledge, and a sense of 
security linked directly to the physical landscapes that provide 
spiritual significance, and that support their emotional and physical 
well being.

Biigtigong Youth Stories



Swimming with family in Lake Superior



Prayers for the Waters



Canoeing in Biigtigong 



Community gathering July



Fires and family



Moose camp in the fall



Biigtigong Anishinabeg Chief Duncan Michano, on 
the Land



Smith (1999)

• Imagination enables people to rise above their own circumstances, 
to dream new visions and to hold on to old ones.

• It fosters inventions and discoveries, facilitates simple improvements 
to peoples lives and uplifts our spirits" (Smith,1999, p. 158).



Application

• We will break down what Land based programming could look like?

• How can we bring back simple ways to do it-

• Like Language programming, for example,  Land Based 
Programming needs the same amount of focus.

• This is, and can be community based, initiated by the community.



Application
• When I talk today, I want to move into what Smith (1999) in her 

decolonizing research, names, “Spiritual Sharing”.

• I want to share about myself, my process, some of my vision, as well 
as heart about you, and your vision and your input.

• To sit together on a national venue such as this one hosted by the 
AFN and talk about Land is healing, transformational & revolutionary.

• This is a new story for our babies, for our children, for our aunties, 
uncles, grandparents and all of Creation.



Application

• Learning on the Land needs to have a practical application, and we are our 
own experts on gauging how this would look according to our community.

• We are very fortunate to have with us graphic recorders from Drawing 
Change record the session who are here to listen deeply and produce visuals 
of the session.



Applications

• Pick three people nearest to you

• Brainstorm the various sheets provided, 

• Together we will collaborate. 

• We will share our stories to help us. I have various topics for 
conversation & each row will have a topic area.



Funding options For Land Activities



Partnerships (community identified) for Land 
Connection activities



Reconciling in Land Based Learning 



Spring Activities 



Summer Activities



Fall Activities 



Winter Activities 



Day Activities 



Afternoon Activities



Night Activities



Activities for off reserve with new babies



Activities for families on reserve with older children 



Activities on reserve for families with new babies



Who are the communities we are building this for



Partnership ideas for development of Land Connection Programming on 
reserve



Isolated Communities



Inner City Schools



Partnership development for off reserve 



For reserves near cities 



Places & Learning Sites



Connection to the Land

• Spiritual, emotional, physical, intellectual.



Logistics & limitations to,



Sharing to begin

• Each group will get an opportunity to share as time permits.



Curriculum overlap with other topics



Sacred site locations



Safety concerns for youth in the city



Safety concerns for youth in community 



Engaging Elders



Story in research 

Smith writes that individual stories are powerful and that the story of each 
person is a contribution “to a collective story, in which every indigenous 
person has a place” (p. 144).



• I intentionally turned this presentation turned into a collective story-
our collective story about Land, and thinking about how this looks for 
us, here and now.

• This work is crucial.



Conclusion 
It is through the sharing of our stories that we can build understanding 

amongst one another, and celebrate our unique history and growth as a 
community, as our families have done for generations. This is our strength. 

Importantly doing things together.  

Phyllis, one of the Biigtigong youth said she stated the joy she felt when 
she is with her community and family - that these moments give her a 

sense of comfort, and as she says, “makes you smile because you see 
everyone getting together.”



Miigwetch
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Park admittance -

Community members can contact the Park Superintendent and discuss the activities in order to 
determine how best to facilitate the request and review for any public safety or conservation 
concerns. No formal application is required. Fees do not apply for these types of activities. Fees 
are applicable for recreational use of day use areas, facilities, roofed accommodations or campsites.

Using sites such as parks is one option, hopefully, it would be also useful if communities allowed 
other Indigenous people to use a part of their Land.


