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Background Info 

 In the 19
th
 Century, Canada’s First Nations children attended residential schools, and were 

separated from their families in a system designed to remove them from their culture.  

 Recently, Canada’s federal government issued an official apology for residential schools and 
promised to help integrate First Nations culture into reserve schools.  

 Funding for reserve schools comes from Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) and is 
less regulated than in provincially funded “city schools.”  

 In 1979, a large diesel fuel spill under the JR Nakogee School in the Attawapiskat First Nation 
contaminated the grounds. The school was shut down and temporary portables were built in 
2000. The portables have worn down with age. 

 Attawapiskat made multiple requests to INAC for a new school. INAC said there isn’t enough 
money and there are other schools in Canada that take priority.  

 In 2009, INAC promised to rebuild JR Nakogee School. It hasn’t yet been rebuilt. 
 

Key terms 

 First Nations—a group of nations within the broad category of Aboriginal Peoples, which 
does not include Inuit or Métis. The term First Nations People generally applies to both 
Status and Non-Status Indians 

 Assimilation—the process whereby a minority group gradually adopts the customs and 
attitudes of the prevailing culture 

 Band councils—First Nations government bodies 

 Policy—basic principles by which a government is guided; declared goals that a government 
seeks to achieve 

 INAC—Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, the federal department branch that funds on-
reserve schools 

 Parliament Hill—serves as the home of the Parliament of Canada, the federal government, in 
downtown Ottawa, Ontario 
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Themes and Course Connections 
 Themes: First Nations education, education, Aboriginal issues, human rights, and 

equality. 

 Course Connections: The Arts, Canadian and World Studies, English, Health and 
Physical Education, and Social Sciences and Humanities.  
 

Materials 
 Chart paper or blackboard 

 Computers and internet  

 Global Voices column 

 
Specific Expectations and Learning Goals 
Students will: 

 Develop and express responses to issues and problems. 

 Reassess their responses to issues on the basis of new information. 

 Participate in active group work and class discussions. 

 Communicate effectively in written and spoken language or other forms of expression.  

 Demonstrate the ability to think critically. 

 Develop, express, and defend a position on an issue and explain how to put the ideas 
into action.  

 
Knowledge and Understanding 

1. First Nations Talking Circle (estimated time: 20 minutes) 
a. Ask students to sit in a circle. 
b. Explain to students that the circle is a symbol of high importance in First Nations 

culture. It represents many things from principles in the First Nations belief 
system, to patterns found in nature, to the construction of important structures, 
such as the teepee or the dream catcher.  

c. Tell students that when a group of people sits in a circle, this is called a “talking 
circle” and it is said to represent inclusiveness and equality. Each member of a 
talking circle must be respected and listened to, while all comments directly 

Note to Educators:  
 
The following activities are designed to stimulate a current events discussion. Generative in nature, 
these questions can be a launching point for additional assignments or research projects.  
Teachers are encouraged to adapt these activities to meet the contextual needs of their classroom.  
 
In some cases, reading the article with students may be appropriate, coupled with reviewing the 
information sheet to further explore the concepts and contexts being discussed. From here, teachers 
can select from the questions provided below. Activities are structured to introduce students to the 
issues, then allow them to explore and apply their learnings. Extension and conclusion activities are 
included to challenge students and finally, encourage them to reflect on the issues at hand.  
 
Since these activities are designed as discussions rather than formal lessons, assessment strategies 
are not included.  
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address the question or issue at hand, rather than the comments another person 
has made.  

d. After students have an understanding of the talking circle, use the following 
questions to facilitate discussion in the circle:  

i. What do you know about First Nations peoples in Canada?  
ii. What does the “talking circle” tell you about First Nations peoples? What 

is unique about this tradition?  
iii. What cultural practices or traditions do you know about that are specific 

to First Nations? Explain.  
iv. What were some issues First Nations peoples face in the past and 

present?  
e. This discussion is meant to introduce the topic of First Nations culture and 

provide a strong foundation of knowledge about the culture. Before moving onto 
the next activity, identify any new knowledge gained during the course of the 
activity and answer any outstanding questions.  

 
Thinking 

1. Reading Comprehension: Global Voices Column (estimated time: 15 minutes) 
a. Pre reading steps: 

i. Introduce the topic and encourage students to discuss what they already 
know about the topic, making predictions around what the column is 
about. 

b. Reading steps: 
i. Read: students must read the text independently, highlighting important 

points throughout the column.   
ii. Ask: students must ask themselves what the story is about, recording 

five questions they are unsure of after reading the column. 
iii. Paraphrase: encourage students to write point form notes in their own 

words around what the column is about.  
c. Post reading discussion: 

i. What are the main points of the column? 
ii. What emotions did this column provoke in you? 
iii. What problem is identified in the column? 
iv. What questions do you have about the column? 

 
2. Media Literacy (estimated time: 10 minutes) 

a. Ask each student to perform an OPVL on the Global Voice column.  
i. Origin: what is the source of this column? 
ii. Purpose: why was this column written? 
iii. Value: what are the facts and statistics in this column that give it value? 
iv. Limitations: what perspective is the column written from, does this cause 

limitations?  
b. When this is complete, bring the class back together and discuss student 

answers. 
 

Communication 
1. First Nations Education (estimated time: 30 minutes) 

a. Divide the class into groups of four. 
b. Ask each group to work together to create a comparison between reserve 

schools and provincial schools. Encourage students to use the Global Voices 
column as evidence.  

c. After groups have completed their work, bring the class back together and 
discuss their comparisons.  

d. Following this discussion ask students the following suggested questions: 
i. Why do these differences exist?  
ii. Is this fair? How does this make you feel? 
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iii. How is the Attawapiskat community proposing this be changed?  
iv. What is meant by the statement: “Attawapiskat students became the face 

of a generation of forgotten First Nations children?” 
v. What is Shannen’s Dream? How did Shannen’s death make you feel? 

e. Ask students to write a reflection about the importance of equal access to 
education for all Canadian citizens.  

 

Application 
1. Shannen’s Dream Day of Action (estimated time: continuous project) 

a. Explain to students that April 27, 2011 is Shannen’s Dream Day of Action. This is 
when students and educators across Canada will join together to support 
Shannen’s Dream of “safe and comfy” schools and culturally based education on 
reserves.  

b. There are a variety of ways to participate in this meaningful cause. Present the 
following options to the students and create your action plan: 

i. Host a talk on Shannen's Dream and encourage everyone to sign up to 
support Shannen's Dream 

ii. Write an article for your student newspaper or local newspaper on 
Shannen's Dream and why First Nations children deserve proper schools 
and education. 

iii. Write letters to all the candidates running in the Federal Election in your 
area and ask them if they support Shannen's Dream and what their party 
is going to do to make sure that First Nations children get a proper 
education. 

iv. Organize an awareness walk with your teachers and invite the local 
news to cover it. 

v. 50 First Nations communities need new schools, so think about drawing 
50 schools or building miniature schools to show the Government of 
Canada how it is done. Take pictures and send them to the Prime 
Minister at pm@pm.gc.ca 

vi. Buy Shannen's Dream pins and spread the word! 
c. Tell Shannen’s dream about the actions you took by writing them 

at info@fncaringsociety.com 

 
Additional Resources 

 
In addition to the above lesson plans, you may want to share some additional resources with your 
students. Listed below are some links to useful online resources: 
 
Free The Children – www.freethechildren.com  
Shannen’s Dream - http://www.fncfcs.com/shannensdream 
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