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COMMUNITY-LED CHANGE
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M I S I PA W I S T I K P I M AT I S I M Ē S K A N A W
LAND-BASED LEARNING PROGRAM

Youth at McKay Lake, 2019 Misipawistik History Teaching
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M I S I PAW I ST I K P I M AT I S I M Ē S K AN AW

MI SIPAWISTIK
P IMAT ISIMESKAN AW
LAND-BASED LEARNING PROGRAM

Misipawistik Pimatisimēskanaw
(“life path”) is a program
that was created to revive
the Nēhinaw way by of fering
culturally relevant teachings
to help Misipawistik Cree
Nation (Grand Rapids) students
reconnect with their culture,
rebuild connections to their
ancestral land, promote healthy
living, and provide an education.
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During the five weeks, I saw
those young people coming out
of their shells because they were
connected. Even if they didn’t
know it, they were connected.
Brenda Cook, Camp Cook

3

Youth harvesting sage, 2019 Medicine Teaching
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Intention

By sitting in a circle and sharing our knowledge, we work towards rebuilding

wahkotowin, which means being in relationship to ever ything—to the land, to
the animals, to the plants, and to each other.
Becky Cook, Coordinator

Youth and Elders gathered in a sharing circle

Misipawistik Cree Nation (MCN) and the Town of Grand Rapids

relevant education program that we have been working on since

are situated 420 km north of Winnipeg on the shores of Lake

January 2015. The ultimate goal is to be able to offer high school

Winnipeg where the Saskatchewan River enters the lake. Since

and mature students the opportunity to earn credits towards

time immemorial, the namēwi nēhinaw ininiwak (Sturgeon

their high school diploma outside of the classroom setting. The

Cree people) people lived on the shores of the Saskatchewan

students learn how their ancestors lived, in balance with creation

River where it enters Lake Winnipeg and relied on the river, lakes

and how to respectfully harvest fish, wildlife and plants for food

and land to provide all that they needed. The rapids were an

and medicine, and how to prepare traditional and other healthy

important gathering and fishing place providing plenty of fish

meals. Local and Canadian history teachings help students

for the people. The name ‘namēwi nēhinaw ininiwak’ illustrates

understand where they have come from.

the importance of fish, particularly sturgeon, to the people of the

Future generations will benefit immensely. There are many

area. Today the people are still fishermen and many others come

people in the community who have knowledge of the land,

to fish for pickerel (walleye) in the river.

ceremonies, language and teachings. We are working to pass

Misipawistik Pimatisimēskanaw is an alternative, culturally

this knowledge onto future generations.
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Impacts

I believe being on the land is huge for our youth. All the
students that are here with us this month I’ve taught in
the classroom and out here, I don’t know why, but they
are a different person out here. They’re more relaxed,
they’re calm. I find it’s easier to focus them on projects,
on assignments and on tasks.
Tyler Lavallee, Teacher Grand Rapids School

Youth at culture camp (2019)

Youth cleaning suckers (2018)

Youth learning about Indigenous history (2019)

Youth working on a moose hide (2019)

Many of the youth indicated that being involved

•

It has helped me be sober for awhile now.

in the program helped them to be healthier, to set

•

I want to keep learning more about new things such as
drumming and singing.

•

There is a lot going through my head about who I want to
work to be and what I can do to help. Not only me but the
others around.

•

This course really brought us all into wanting to come out to
the camp more often... It was very peaceful.

•

I think it is important to have that relationship with (the Elders)
because a lot of the time you don’t have anyone who knows
how Grand Rapids was before and they do, they have that.

•

This course has been really good, I am going to miss it.

goals for the future and to want to learn more. The
following are quotes from the feedback forms youth
completed after the various teachings:
•

I plan on learning cultural ceremonies and teachings to
teach younger kids who they are and to go on my personal
healing journey.

•

Makes me feel like helping others. My goal is to graduate.

•

I am interested in doing this more because you learn more
about our culture.
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Program Evolution
GETTING STARTED
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To date 3 teachings have been developed and shared with youth,
Misipawistik History, Medicine and Moose. The Misipawistik History
teaching was the first and is the longest teaching at 5-6 weeks. In 2017
and 2018, youth who took part in the Misipawistik History teaching were
able to access credits toward their G.E.D. through a partnership with
the local Adult Education program. In 2019 we partnered with Grand
Rapids School to offer the teaching to high school students for 2 full
credits (Indigenous Land-Based and Cree). The Moose and Medicine
teachings were developed in 2018 and 2019 respectively, and are both
1-2 weeks in duration.

Other Attendees included: Elders, MCN Guardian volunteers,
youth from the Jordan’s Principle and Headstart programs, local adult
helpers, other interested community members, invited knowledge
holders, as well as visitors from: Grand Rapids, Sapotaweyak, Winnipeg,
Norway House, Pukatawagan, The Pas, Montreal, Ottawa, Ministikwan
Lake (SK), Shamattawa, Brokenhead, Moose Lake, Cranberry Portage,
Wabowden, California (Yurok Tribe)

In 2019, the program partnered with the MCN kanawenihcikew
(Indigenous Guardians) to recruit and train youth guardians. Youth
from Grand Rapids School were asked to submit a short essay on
why the land is important to them to be enrolled in the Misipawistik
History teaching and the inaugural youth guardian cohort. As part of the
cohort, youth have participated in the 3 Misipawistik Pimatisimeskanaw
teachings, worked with the MCN kanawenihcikew to do Creel (fish
harvesting/angler) and Moose Monitoring Surveys in MCN territory, and
acted as ambassadors for MCN at various gatherings.
Season (Year)
Teaching
		

Youth
Enrolled

Other 		
Attendees

Spring (2017)

Misipawistik History

27

85

Spring (2018)

Misipawistik History

16

94

Fall (2018)

Moose

9

50

Spring (2019)

Misipawistik History

15

70

Summer (2019)

Medicine

14

100

Fall (2019)

Moose

14

50

Summer (2020)

Medicine

7

25

Misipawistik
History Teaching

The teachings are rooted in the traditional education methods of the
ininiwak, which give youth the skills to live of the land in a sustainable
way and guides them to find their life path. Community building/
healing, the seven teachings, Cree language lessons, Cree conservation
principles/concerns and life skills are incorporated into each teaching.
Throughout the teachings, youth learn through participation in sharing
circles, hands-on activities and ceremonies.
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A steering committee of local Elders and community members
was convened to guide the work. When we were getting started
the committee met every 2 months. Working from the ininiwak
calendar, the steering committee identified 6 teachings that could be
developed to teach youth about traditional activities. The committee
also worked on ways to address barriers to participation, such as
providing childcare for older youth and providing transportation.
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ASSESSING AND ADAPTING
Initially, we had planned to develop an alternative option for education
in which youth could enroll for one year. Throughout the year, core
subject lessons would be incorporated to allow high school students to
keep pace with their peers. In 2019, we realized that developing such a
program was not feasible.
The teachings we had developed fit reasonably well within the western
system. The longer Misipawistik History teaching was shifted to MayJune (from April-May) and shortened to 5 weeks (from 6) to fit within
the 4 +1 calendar* used in Grand Rapids School. The Moose and
Medicine teachings were also shortened from 2 weeks to 1 to allow
youth from the school to participate.
Despite the scheduling conflicts, it was clear that the youth were
enjoying learning through the program and experiencing mental and
physical health benefits. Additionally, we were getting requests from
parents and teachers from other areas of Manitoba asking “Can I do
something like this with my kids? With my class? Can we bring kids up
there to be involved in something like this?”
*In the 4+1 calendar, students take regularly scheduled classes for the first 4 months of the term
and for the final (or +1) month, they enroll in one course full-time.
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Program Evolution

I was actually interested in these
teachings compared to other
school courses.
Youth

The Moose Teaching was kind of
shorter, kind of wish it was longer.
Youth

Youth build a sweat lodge

GOING FORWARD

bringing students out onto the land for one week. We wanted
to bring everyone together in the spring of 2020 to kick off
the project but had cancel the gathering due to COVID-19.
Instead, we started out by partnering with the Samuel Centre
for Social Connectedness over the summer to have a research
fellow interview a Elders/Educators/Knowledge Holders about
existing land-based education programs and their idea of what
a decolonial education would look like. In September 2020,
we were able to gather and kick-off the work in a good way with
ceremony. At the gathering we started work on envisioning the
framework and are building on the work with monthly Zoom
meetings until we can gather again.

In 2020, the work diverged into 3 streams:
1) Continued work in partnership with Grand Rapids
School/Frontier and MCN kanawenihcikew
to recruit and train youth guardians.
2) Work with educators from other areas of
Manitoba to allow more youth to participate in
Misipawistik Pimatisimeskanaw teachings.
3) Work to envision a decolonial education framework.
The second stream was added to address requests by teachers.
We had planned to have a group from Seven Oaks School
Division come up in May 2020 but it had to be postponed due to
COVID-19. We are still planning on having the students come up,
but have not yet set a new date.

EVALUATION

In the short term, we are evaluating program success
qualitatively based on the sharing circle discussions, individual
discussions with participants and written feedback. We collect
quantitative data including attendance, number of participants,
and number of school credits awarded to youth. In the future, we
will also look at student success as an additional indicator.

The third stream was added to fulfill the goal of providing
an alternative education option for youth. The work in 2020
focused on engaging Elders/Knowledge Holders to talk about
what a true decolonial education would look like, beyond
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Program Operations

I want to learn more traditional
things. To get my family interested
in traditional ways of life.
Youth

Sweat fire at McKay Lake

THE FIVE MAIN GOALS OF MISIPAWISTIK

and invited guests to guide the students daily.

PIMATISIMĒSKANAW ARE DEFINED AS:

WHERE DO WE TEACH

• To re-engage youth in learning

The teachings include a combination of day and overnight camps
at the Mino Aski Culture Camp and other areas in MCN territory.
The Mino Aski Culture Camp is maintained by the MCN Health
Authority and is located north of Grand Rapids on the shores of
Lake Winnipeg. The camp has grown over the last 30 years and
now has 13 cabins, a cook shack, a dining shack and sea-cans for
equipment storage. We also have shared teachings (day camp) at
ceremonial grounds and other areas of historical significance. For
all teachings 2-weeks and longer we take youth on up to 4-night
stays at more remote locations where we have to bring all camping
gear, limited camping gear is made available for youth who don’t
have their own.

• To connect youth with their language, land, history and culture
• To provide an alternative way for youth to gain specialized
credits that can be used towards graduation and/or
meaningful employment
• To teach youth independence and to instill pride through
the activities of the program
• To teach youth the importance of mino pimatisiwin
(living a good, healthy life)
THE VISION OF THIS PROGRAM:
• Youth and other community members grow their support
network and have increased mental health, increased

WHAT IS TAUGHT

self-esteem, increased self-worth

One of the main goals of the program is to connect youth with the
language, land, history and culture. The teachings include topics
relating to the traditional culture of Namew Ininiwak (e.g. Cree
Language, Cree Laws, community and oskape responsibilities,
seven teachings, traditional medicines, sweat teachings,
traditional crafts, respectful relationship with animals), history
(e.g. fur trade history in Misipawistik, Canadian confederation,
treaty, the Indian Act, First Nations rights, residential schools,
stories of hydro dam construction, effects of dam construction),
the traditional territory of the Namew Ininiwak and traditional
foods (e.g. goose and duck hunting, fishing, moose hunting).

• Youth have respectful relationships with the land and animals
in MCN territory
• Youth speak the Cree language
• Youth learn about a Cree way of life and ways of knowing
• Youth have healing opportunities through ceremony
WHO IS INVOLVED
There are 20-25 Elders and knowledge holders who are involved
in sharing teachings to different degrees. The program accepts ~20
youth each intake, but we also do not turn any youth away.
The program coordinator works with Knowledge Holders, Elders
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Program Operations

I will keep tr ying to use the
medicine when needed, pick
medicine for my grandparents
when needed
Youth

Youth with sweetgrass braids, 2018 Misipawistik History Teaching

Activities included in all teachings:

Activities included during the Medicine Teaching:

• Pipe ceremony

• Drumming and singing

• Sharing circles

• Protocols for medicine harvesting

• Cree language lessons

• Identification, harvesting , preparation and uses of maskomina, red willow bark,

• Sweat lodge ceremony

mint, mullien, colt’s foot, labrador tea, posakan, wekas, cedar, juniper needles,

• Camp set-up

tamarack needles, and balsam needles

• Preparing camp meals

• Methods for mixing natural tobacco

• Other assigned camp duties

• Method for making natural cough syrup
• Method for mixing four needles smudge

Activities included during the Misipawisitik History Teaching:

• Setting a gill net

• Ceremonial protocols

• Survival Skills

• Cree Laws

• Treaties and Treaty Rights

• Wakohtowin

• Sundance Teachings

Activities included during the Moose Teaching:

• Setting and lifting gill nets

• Building a sweat lodge

• Moose calling methods

• Filleting pickerel (walleye)

• Canoeing

• Cree relationship with moose

• Making moose rawhide

• Local history of hydroelectric
development

• Respectful harvesting

• Local archeology
• Medicine picking and preparation
• Goose hunting

• Method for making bear grease

• Moose population trends in MCN territory

• Drumming and singing

• Moose mortality causes

• Residential and Day Schools

• MCN kanawenihcikew moose monitoring plan

• Making goose decoys

• Moose hunting

• Netting suckers

• Chicken hunting and preparation

• Carving

• Team building games

• Beading

• Making fish patties
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Challenges & Opportunities

It was nice to see from the beginning to the end
that the young people started speaking Cree.
Linda Ballantyne, MCN Education Director

Elders sitting around the fire drinking tea

In the immediate work, the biggest challenge is to find local
knowledge holders and Elders who are comfortable and willing
to share their knowledge through the program. For the program
to be a true success, we need to have the majority of teachings
shared by members of our community. We plan on inviting
elders from other communities but we would like to limit it to 1 or
2 per teaching. There are 20-25 Elders and knowledge holders
who are involved in sharing teachings to different degrees.

It’s a lot of work to run these camps, but we are getting better
at it with each passing year. However, the interest in the camps
continues to grow and a lot of people from within and outside
of the community want to visit. Having increased local capacity
for program building and more people working on planning
would enable us to continue welcoming visitors to the program.
We want to continue to explore and plan how to provide more
learning opportunities in every season. Winter is a challenge
to provide outdoor programming, but it’s also an opportunity.
We are working with a local trapper and his brother who runs
a Life Skills course to develop a camp on the trapline. We are
hoping to finish this work in 2021 so we can have youth out in
early 2022.

It’s also a challenge to find the right people in MCN and other
communities to sit on our working group. It takes time and
commitment to be part of this group, as well as experience and
wisdom. We have some great people and could use a few more
to help make our program stronger.
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Photos
2017 Misipawistik Histor y Teaching

Top left, top right and bottom left: Making goose decoys
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Carving an oar
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Partnerships

Youth and Knowledge Holder hunting, 2019 Moose Teaching

We have many partnerships within our community, our province, and
external partners outside of Manitoba that make our program possible.
Grand Rapids School (Frontier School Division) provided two
teachers, organizational support, transportation to/from camp
for student, and provided two high school credits to youth for
youth guardians.

Manitoba Conservation shared conservation issues regarding
moose in MCN territory.
Northern Manitoba Food Culture and Community
Collaborative provided funding for teachings, support for story
sharing and building connections with other communities,
general project support, and help identifying new funding
partners.

Misipawistik Cree Nation Lands Department provided
organizational support, secured our funding, and helped share
teachings relevant to MCN conservation issues.
Local hunters provided fish, geese, moose
meat and moose hides.

Food Matters Manitoba provided support for travel-related
costs and in-kind teachings about how diets have changed
over time and the health impacts.

Misipawistik Cree Nation Health Authority provided
in-kind coordination support and provided the use of the
culture campgrounds.

Lawson Foundation provided support for teachings and youth
guardian patrols in MCN territory.

Grand Rapids Nursing Station provided space
for committee meetings.
Misipawistik Cree Nation Employment and Training enroll
summer students into our program.

Samuel Centre for Social Connectedness and the Samuel
Family Foundation provided financial support for teachings,
core program funding and advocacy and operational support
through their Social Connectedness Fellowship Program.

Cree Nation Child and Family Caring Agency enroll parents
in our program.

Nature United provided support for teachings related to
conservation, cross-cultural exchanges and story sharing.

Treaty Relations Commission of Manitoba shared knowledge
and teachings about the spirit and intent of treaties, and the
history of treaty and aboriginal rights.

University of Ottawa Decolonizing Water Project provided
support for development of teachings regarding Cree law.
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Photos
2017 Misipawistik Histor y Teaching

Group at Little Limestone Lake

Making mihkikon

Middle left: Using flint Middle right: Youth with geese Bottom: Youth plucking goose and duck
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Photos
2018 Misipawistik Histor y Teaching

Top left: Spearing suckers Top middle: Making sucker patties Top right: Preparing ducks
Bottom left: Carving Bottom right: Playing cree bingo
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Summary Finances

COSTS F OR O NE 5 - DAY C AM P

SALARIE S & H O NO RARIA
C A MP ELD ERS

$ 7 ,5 0 0

K N OWLE D GE H O LD ERS

$ 3 ,0 0 0

I N VI TE D E LD ER/ K NOWLE D GE H OLDER S

$ 2 ,5 0 0

CO OK /CAM P H E LP ERS

$ 4 ,7 5 0

I N CENTI VE FO R YO UTH

$ 2 ,0 0 0
T RAVE L

LO C AL TRANS P O RT

$760

I N VI TE D K NOWLED GE H O LD ER TRAVEL

$230

S U P PLIE S & E Q U IPME NT
FO OD

$ 1 ,2 0 0

F I R EWO O D

$300

CO N S UM ABLE S UP P LI E S

$500

N O N- CO NS UM ABLE EQ UI P M ENT

$ 1 ,0 0 0
MAINT E NANCE

SE WAGE

$150

C A MP FE E

$500
OT H E R COSTS
$ 2 ,1 4 0

F I NANCI AL AD M I NI STRATI O N

$26,530
TOTAL
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Contact Us
PO BOX 500
GRAND RAPIDS, MB R0C 1E0
FA C E B O O K : M I S I PA W I STI K P I M ATI S I M Ē S K A N A W

Sunrise at Honeymoon Lake, 2018 Moose Teaching

