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Abstract

This paper explores the self-study research question, How can an exploration of Dene

cultural teachings and my experiences in a NWT classroom inform the development of a

culturally appropriate mindfulness curriculum? The study focuses on finding culturally

appropriate mental health and wellness strategies for students in Northern Indigenous

locations. This study involved integration of five main sources - the Mindful Schools

curriculum, personal journal reflections of my teaching practice, personal experiences,

literature, and the published voices of Elders. The methodology for this study included

teaching a mindfulness curriculum to three elementary classes and three middle school

classes, exploring the literature for Dene teachings and knowledge, and finding connections

between twelve main topics in the mindfulness curriculum and Dene knowledge. Three

common connections found between the fourteen themes include the importance of on the

land experiences, connection to others by building and maintaining healthy relationships, and

self-awareness to help students develop understanding of themselves, self-confidence,

self-efficacy, and how they can be a capable person. School based barriers include the general

lack of inclusion of culture and language in most subject areas, support for teachers, and

cultural bias and perspectives of school leaders and teachers. Recommendations to remove

barriers, as well as to ensure cultural sensitivity and accuracy require Elder presence in the

schools, and collaboration with community.

Keywords: Indigenous, Dene, mindfulness, mental health, wellness, mindfulness

curriculum, Northwest Territories.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Before diving into reading, I invite you to take one mindful breath with me to become

aware of the present moment. Breathe in for the count of four, and breathe out for the count

of six. Notice how that one breath made you feel. One breath can create a sense of calm and

focus. One breath can bring gratitude for being alive, a simple life force that reminds us of

the interconnectedness of all living and non-living things on earth. One breath, practiced with

intention, over and over, can be transformative and healing.

As an observer of Indigenous traditions, values and culture, it seems to me that this

focused awareness is a way of being, knowing, doing, and believing, but would not be

described with the word ‘mindfulness’. When on the land, hunting or gathering food, for

example, it must be essential that one has all senses tuned in to what is happening around

them. Listening to the rustle of wind blowing through the trees, noticing visual changes in the

landscape, such as animal tracks, feeling the warm sun on our skin, smelling the recent rain

on the forest floor, tasting the dry meat left in our teeth from our snack. Mindfulness is being

intentionally aware of the present moment, internally (our senses, emotions, and body

sensations) and externally (what is going on around us). Further, mindfulness contains the

aspect of how our actions affect other people and the Earth itself.

What is Mindfulness?

The operational definition of mindfulness is a conscious awareness that includes

purposeful self-regulation of attention on the present moment, and a nonjudgmental

acceptance of the unfolding experience (Eklund et al., 2017; Klingbeil et al., 2017).

Mindfulness is essentially paying attention, being aware or practicing wakefulness (Clandinin,

2013). We can focus attention on many things: our thoughts; our bodies; our emotions; things

we see, smell, hear, touch, and taste; our interactions with other people and the environment.

Jon Kabat-Zinn (2015, p. 1481) explains, “Mindfulness can be thought of as
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moment-to-moment, non-judgmental awareness, cultivated by paying attention in a specific

way, that is, in the present-moment, and as non-reactively, as non-judgementally, and as

openheartedly as possible.” Kabat-Zinn (2015) goes on to explain that when cultivated

intentionally, it can be called “deliberate mindfulness,” and it arises more and more often

with practice and intention, it becomes “effortless mindfulness.”

Self-compassion is developed with mindfulness, as practitioners build an ability to view

thoughts as subjective and transient, as well as to accommodate the array of emotions with

equanimity instead of reacting to emotions out of habit (Johnson et al., 2017). Compassion

can be defined as recognizing the suffering and pain in somebody’s experience with a feeling

of warmth, caring and a desire to help, and realizing that suffering, failure and imperfection

are components of the shared human experience (Neff, 2020). Thus, “self-compassion

involves acting the same way towards yourself when you are having a difficult time, fail, or

notice something you don’t like about yourself” (Neff, 2020, para. 2).

Trait and state mindfulness are two distinct forms of mindfulness. Trait mindfulness is a

stable, dispositional quality that individuals possess, whereas state mindfulness is an

individual’s capability to enter a certain state of mind during a mindfulness meditation

practice (Goodman et al., 2017). These two types of mindfulness may have little relationship

(Goodman et al., 2017). Individuals can be taught and learn state mindfulness through

meditation, which focuses on awareness of the breath, body sensations and a practice of

gratitude (Klingbeil et al., 2017). Trait mindfulness is more commonly measured when

assessing mindfulness in youth; however, it may not be accurate in determining an

individual’s ability to cultivate mindful awareness (Goodman et al., 2017).

Mindfulness meditation is becoming a more commonly explored strategy for staff and

students in schools as it has been found to positively impact social, emotional, cognitive, and

behavioural well-being in children and youth (Eklund et al., 2017; Goodman et al., 2017).
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Links with attention, emotional regulation, executive functioning, academic success, and

pro-social behaviours have also been demonstrated (Goodman et al., 2017). There is an

increasing evidence base that suggests that mindfulness can help foster well-being and

self-regulation in children and adults (Kaunhoven & Dorjee, 2017). Furthermore,

mindfulness can be an effective intervention for symptoms of depression and anxiety

disorders (Zoogman et al., 2015).

Personal Context

Mindfulness has been of interest to me for quite some time. I have had a daily morning

yoga practice for the last five years, and have been practicing yoga for the past ten years. I

began a daily yoga practice when I first started teaching in British Columbia. I was

overwhelmed with my new responsibilities and needed to find a way to start my day calm and

grounded. As a beginner teacher, I found it hard to turn my mind off teacher-mode,

constantly planning and thinking about my lessons, students, and endless task lists. As I

continue my yoga practice, now having included a daily mindfulness practice, I am

discovering the importance my calm, centered awareness has for my students. When I am

more mindful, I can better support my students and help meet their diverse needs.

I began the Master of Education in Special Education program so that I could better

understand individuals with disabilities and learn how to support them. During one of my

courses, I developed an interest in anxiety disorders and mental health. My time in the north

has taught me a lot about taking care of my own mental health, as I personally struggled to

maintain good mental health over my time in the north, largely due to working too much,

living alone, and feeling socially isolated and lonely. After a long, cold, dark northern winter

teaching full-time in Dene and Métis territory in northern Canada, completing my Master’s

coursework in the evening and cutting firewood on the weekends to heat my home, my

mental health was not well. I had the first panic attack I had ever experienced this past fall,
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while I happened to be working on a project on anxiety for one of my courses. I took this as a

lesson and have taken social supports and self-care as a high priority to my mental health.

Soon after, I began a mindfulness meditation practice.

Through my exploration of the topic of anxiety, I discovered mindfulness meditation as a

possible strategy to lessen the effects of anxiety and depression. In January 2020, a colleague

recommended the “Smiling Mind” app, a program developed in Australia and used widely

across schools, with programs geared for all ages (Smiling Mind, 2020). I started using the

app for my own practice and with one of my classes. I am hopeful that continuing to develop

my own mindfulness practice as a teacher, as well as exploring similar, culturally-appropriate

practices of the Dene people of the NWT, can help promote my students’ well-being, mental

health, attention, reactivity, relationship building, and self-regulation. I also hope to be a

role-model for my colleagues to encourage inclusion of mindfulness practice school-wide.

Special Education and Mindfulness

Teaching in an inclusive classroom with a wide array of abilities can be a challenge for

even an experienced teacher. There are so many different needs in a classroom, even with a

small number of students, as is common in northern communities, it can still be exceedingly

difficult to differentiate instruction to meet all the needs and implement effective,

research-based practices with fidelity (Cook and Schirmer, 2003). Practices such as

mindfulness that offer mental and emotional support strategies, that are achievable for

students with a wide range of abilities and needs may be woven into teaching practice across

age groups and learning topics.

The effects of practices like mindfulness are widespread and have been shown to

positively impact children with autism, learning disabilities, anxiety disorders, depression,

and other mental health challenges by promoting social skills and self-regulation, improving

academic performance, and lessening anxiety (Beauchemin et al., 2008; Milligan et al., 2015).
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Parents of children with special needs may also benefit from mindfulness by means of greater

acceptance and reduced anxiety, depression, and stress (Jones et al., 2014; Burke et al., 2017).

Any evidence-based strategy that can be used in a classroom to benefit many students with

various needs to develop strategies for resilience should be a key tool for best practice in

every teacher’s toolkit.

Significance of Study

In the NWT (NWT), where I live and teach, there remains a considerable amount of

inter-generational trauma from the history of the Canadian Residential Schools, with the last

being closed in 1996 in Saskatchewan (Miller, 2012). The NWT population had the largest

percentage of Residential School students of all of Canada, for over a hundred years, leading

to many social, health and education disparities (Government of the NWT, 2016).

Colonialism and inter-generational trauma have wide spread impacts, including high rates of

mental health problems, addiction, suicide, and acceptance of non-Indigenous services (Etter

et al., 2019). Circumpolar regions are demographically young populations, correlated with

poorer mental health and high risk of suicide (MacDonald et al., 2013).

As with any region, there are many diverse abilities and areas to provide student support

for the population. The NWT has a policy for classroom inclusion of students with

disabilities, so it is crucial that teachers build supports for student wellness into their daily

routines. Additionally, the Dene Kede curriculum (NWT Education, Culture & Employment,

1993), created by Elders for inclusion of Dene culture in NWT schools, instructing teachers

to bring out the gifts and talents of all children who were born capable by creating the

necessary surroundings. The more recent Indigenous Languages and Education draft

handbook (Government of the NWT, 2018, p. 11) demonstrates an Indigenous approach to

education that focuses on a capable person at the centre of all educational practices and

decisions.
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Goodman et al. (2017) discuss the cultural and contextual implications of mindfulness

practice, as it can be implemented differently for different ages, genders, ethnicities, and

socio-economic strata, even between teachers in the same school. While there is a growing

literature on mindfulness interventions with children and youth (Zoogman et al., 2014), I

have so far found only two studies exploring the utility, practicality and appropriateness of

using mindfulness interventions with Indigenous populations (Le and Gobert, 2015; Le and

Proulx, 2015). The findings of these studies suggest gains in emotional self-awareness and

stress reduction, and recommend collaborative implementation with community.

Culturally appropriate and integrative ‘mindfulness’ practices have the potential to

contribute to supporting the learning of each student to become a capable person as their gifts

and talents are recognized and fostered.

Overview of Study

Mindfulness can be an important factor in resiliency, self-regulation, and improved

mental health of children and youth. In order for a mental wellness service to be successful, it

must be culturally appropriate (Etter et al., 2019; MacDonald et al., 2013). This study will

explore the following research question: “How can an exploration of Dene cultural teachings

and my experiences in a NWT classroom inform the development of a culturally appropriate

mindfulness curriculum?” I will explore this research question through self study. Self-study

is a form of research that primarily uses qualitative data collection methods, and for teachers,

often focuses with an “over-arching research question - How can I improve my practice?”

(Tidwell et al., 2009, p. xiii).

Research Methods

In May 2020 I completed the Mindful Educator Essentials course through Mindful Schools

(Mindful Schools, 2019). This is an instructor course for learning how to teach mindfulness

in schools, particularly with the Mindful Schools (2014) curriculum. During October 2020 to
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December 2020, I taught the Mindful Schools curriculum to six different classes in my school.

To three classes, I taught the elementary curriculum, and to the other three classes I taught the

adolescent curriculum. I explored the literature for Dene teachings and knowledge in order to

find connections to the mindfulness curriculum. This study used qualitative analysis,

including my own journal reflections of the process of teaching mindfulness, as well as my

reading reflections.

Value and Limitations

In this study, I intend to create post-positivist, situated, subjective knowledge that can be

extrapolated to various contexts as readers see fit. It is important to note that I have lived in

the North for nearly four years. I am of Russian, Irish, and German descent. Therefore, my

knowledge of local Dene and Métis culture still remains quite limited.

The potential value of this study is the identification of connections between Dene

culture, practices, and knowledge, and qualities of mindfulness. These connections can

inform further development of culturally appropriate mindfulness strategies for Indigenous

and northern students. There is also great value to my practice in learning about Dene cultural

understandings through the Dene Kede curriculum (NWT Education, Culture and

Employment, 1993) and the published voices of Elders. This knowledge can aid my teaching

practice and support for students. Though not generalizable, the findings contribute to

knowledge about potential teaching and student support strategies in northern communities.

Limitations of this study are the reliance on my own observations and experiences, as

both participant and researcher, for the data in this study. The findings cannot be generalized

beyond my own practice. Additional limitations of this study are the small sample size and

researcher bias. Limitations also include the limited literature available on Dene culture. Yet,

it is my hope that the knowledge and the recommended modifications of the mindfulness
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curriculum will be transferable to other regions and cultures, showing that mindfulness

practice could be useful for other Indigenous cultures.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

The aim of this literature review is to explore the current literature on mindfulness and

link it to my current study. It begins by defining mindfulness in the context of both western

and Indigenous peoples, exploring its origins and explaining how it can be cultivated. An

overview is provided of the benefits of mindfulness for children and adults within the

subtopics of mental health, effects on the brain, links to happiness and self-compassion, and

impacts on self-regulation and attention. Mindfulness interventions in schools are reviewed,

with attention to some of the methodological challenges researchers face when measuring

mindfulness. Connections of mindfulness to Indigenous ways of being identify key features

of Indigenous learning that recognize this unique context. In conclusion, studies about

mindfulness conducted with Indigenous populations are reviewed, and gaps in the literature

are highlighted. The review is guided by the research question: “How can an exploration of

Dene cultural teachings and my experiences in a NWT classroom inform the development of

a culturally appropriate mindfulness curriculum?”

What is Mindfulness?

Mindfulness is a present moment awareness that can be innate or cultivated.

“Mindfulness can be defined as the psychological capacity to stay willfully present with

one’s experiences, with a non-judgemental or accepting attitude, engendering a warm and

friendly openness and curiosity” (Zenner et al., 2014). Characteristics of mindfulness can

include:

(a) a deliberate intention to pay attention to momentary experience,

(b) a marked distinction from normal, everyday modes of consciousness,

(c) a clear focus on aspects of active investigation of moment-to-moment

experience,
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(d) continuity of a precise, dispassionate, non-evaluative, and sustained

moment-to-moment awareness of immediate experience, and

(e) an attitude of openness, acceptance, kindness, curiosity and patience (Hofmann

et al., 2011, p. 1127)

There are many qualities of mindfulness that attend to the major goal of learning to

understand how the brain works, and to accept the brain and life as whole as it is,

non-judgmentally. Mindfulness can be used as a tool that may help individuals be happy and

at peace with life.

Cultivation of Mindfulness

Mindfulness can be simply explained as paying attention on purpose. The practice of

mindfulness is formally cultivated by sitting meditation, yoga, tai chi, or body scans (Zenner

et al., 2014). Sitting meditation occurs by sitting still and attempting to focus attention on one

thing, usually the breath. Yoga and tai chi are forms of movement where full attention on the

body is given. A body scan is a paying attention to how the body is feeling, one body part at a

time, usually starting either at the head or toes and working across the entire body.

Mindfulness can also be cultivated in daily activities such as eating, walking, brushing your

teeth, and communicating with others. The present moment observation of mindfulness

includes awareness of physical sensations, perceptions, emotional states, thoughts, and

images (Hofmann et al., 2011). A commonly used strategy for cultivation of mindfulness is

awareness of the breath, as it is something that is constantly available and noticeable. The

breath is something that is happening in the present moment, that brings us back to here and

now.

Origins of Mindfulness

It has been said that mindfulness was derived from eastern traditions and Buddhist

psychology; however, there seems to be a component of mindfulness in most cultures,
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whether or not it is called as such. Jon Kabat-Zinn is one of the recent leaders, bringing

mindfulness into clinical research and practice by creating the now commonly used

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Program (MBSR), approximately 35 years ago (Zenner

et al., 2014). Mindfulness helps train the brain, exercising it in order to grow and remain

strong, similar to the purpose of exercising the other muscles in our body (Frias, 2015).

If mindfulness is an innate quality of mind, it is also one that can be refined

through systematic practice. And for most of us, it has to be refined through

practice. We have already noted how out of shape we tend to be when it comes to

exercising our innate capacity to pay attention. And that is what meditation is all

about . . . the systematic and intentional cultivation of mindful presence, and

through it, of wisdom, compassion, and other qualities of mind and heart

conducive to breaking free from the fetters of our own persistent blindness and

delusions. (Kabat-Zinn, 2015, p. 1481)

Although some people are more innately mindful than others, we can all improve our

level and frequency of mindfulness in our daily lives. As we practice and refine this quality

of mind, we can develop compassion for self and others. Compassion and empathy help us as

individuals connect to others and make us realize how everything and everyone in the world

is interconnected. The practice of mindfulness can also be seen as a practice of the heart, a

cultivation of love.

Benefits of Mindfulness

There are a wide range of benefits of mindfulness for children and adults. Benefits

include treatment of clinical disorders including anxiety and depression, substance abuse,

eating disorders, and chronic pain (Hozel et al., 2011). Further benefits include reduced stress,

positive effects on psychological well-being, enhanced cognitive functioning, attention

regulation, body awareness, emotion regulation, self-compassion, empathy and perspective
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taking (Hozel et al., 2011; Zenner et al., 2014). The subtopics on the benefits of mindfulness

practice that will be explored in this section are: mental health - anxiety and depression,

effects on the brain, self-regulation, and happiness and self-compassion.

Mental health - Anxiety and Depression

Mental wellness is a serious concern in the world today. According to the World Health

Organization (2021) one in five children and adolescents have a mental health condition. In

the 15-29 year old population, suicide is the second leading cause of death; and mental health

conditions also negatively impact all areas of life, including school performance,

relationships, and community involvement (World Health Organization, 2021). Furthermore,

most children and youth who receive mental health services receive them in school, leading

to a significant increase in evidence-based school intervention programs for mental,

emotional, and behavioural challenges (Reinke et al., 2011). Stress from life events can

contribute to impaired mental health (Dredze, 2017). People who experience Adverse

Childhood Experiences (ACEs) demonstrate an increased risk for poor mental health, with an

increased risk for depression and suicide, in addition to the possibility of compromising

lifelong and intergenerational health and wellness (Merrick et al., 2017).

Anxiety can be defined as a “worry that is difficult to control” (Hoge et al., 2013, p. 789),

and may present symptoms including poor sleep, muscle tension, and irritability. Anxiety is

one of the most commonly diagnosed mental health disorders (Mahali et al., 2019).

Depression is also a very common illness, that can cause people to suffer considerably and to

function poorly at work, school and in the family (World Health Organization, 2020).

Mindfulness meditation, present moment awareness and acceptance of thoughts, emotions,

and body sensations, has been shown to be an effective treatment for anxiety (Morrell, 2018).

Emotional disorders such as anxiety and depression are characterized by feelings of

stress caused from excessive focus on the past or future, often leading to avoidance strategies
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in an attempt to lessen the intensity or frequency of these uncomfortable sensations

(Hofmann et al., 2010). Mindfulness helps to counteract avoidance strategies and stressors by

orientating oneself to the present moment with curiosity, openness, acceptance, and

non-judgment, in addition to balancing the body’s sympathetic and parasympathetic

responses to stress (Dredze, 2017; Hofmann et al., 2010).

Hoge et al. (2013) explored the effects of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR)

with an attention control of Stress Management Education (SME) on Generalized Anxiety

Disorder (GAD) through a randomized controlled trial using standardized assessments.

Participants (n=89) were interviewed for GAD and exclusion criteria through a clinical

interview. It was found that both treatments demonstrated a significant reduction in anxiety

after an 8-week intervention (p<0.001) for several assessments of anxiety, sleep quality, and

stress reactivity, but MBSR showed a significantly greater reduction in anxiety than SME.

Further, MBSR was found to have a significantly greater increase in positive self-statements,

possibly linking to a positive effect on resilience. Limitations of this study include a small

sample size, a lack of clinical diagnosis at endpoint, and a number of participants on

psychiatric medication, balanced between the groups.

Morrell (2018) examined the effects of brief (10 minute) mindfulness meditation and

mandala colouring on test anxiety for urban youth using a self-report questionnaire for her

doctoral dissertation. Pre-test and post-test State-Trait Anxiety Inventory for Children

(STAIC-S) were conducted to measure state test-anxiety and analyse differences between and

within intervention groups. Participants (n=43) were aged 12 to 14, of Hispanic and

Caucasian descent, from two private co-ed Catholic schools in Chicago, Illinois and were

randomly assigned into a mindfulness, mandala colouring, or control group. Deception was

used to trick participants into thinking that they were to receive an academic test in order to

induce test-anxiety. An academic test was not given and participants were debriefed
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afterwards about the purpose of the study. It was found that mindfulness reduced state

anxiety significantly (p=0.02) but mandala colouring did not (p=0.079) when pre-test and

post-test scores were compared. The study shows value in improving school testing

environments by including brief mindfulness interventions to better support students who

experience test anxiety. Furthermore, it fills a gap in the literature showing that a guided

mindfulness intervention can be quite short and does not have to be long-term or long in

duration in order to show a positive effect on state-anxiety. Limitations of the study include

relatively small sample size, lack of replications, and generalizability to other adolescent

minority populations.

Another study exploring mindfulness and mental health of an Indigenous population,

Mahali et al. (2019), studied the correlations between dispositional mindfulness,

self-compassion, and reappraisal with depression and anxiety in an Indigenous Canadian

university student population (n=90), using self-reported measures in an electronic

questionnaire. Dispositional mindfulness and self-compassion can be described as innate

capacities, yet, Mahali et al. (2019) suggest that they can be strengthened by mindfulness or

self-compassion interventions. Strong negative correlations between anxiety and dispositional

mindfulness, and anxiety and self-compassion were discovered, similar to non-Indigenous

samples. A large minority of the sample of Indigenous students (38-41%) met criteria for

depression or anxiety, higher compared to non-Indigenous students (27%). Limitations of this

study include the self-report measures, and that a university population is not easily

generalizable to most Indigenous populations. To sum, the authors state the importance of the

creation of mindfulness interventions that incorporate Indigneous healing practices and ways

of knowing.

The findings of Hofmann et al. (2010), Goyal et al. (2014), Hoge et al. (2013), and

Morrell (2018) suggest that mindfulness interventions of various kinds may support the
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reduction of symptoms of anxiety and depression. Because of Mahali et al.’s (2019) finding

of correlation between mindfulness and self-compassion, and a reduction of anxiety for

Indigenous students, mindfulness based interventions may be an important educational focus.

Effects on the brain

A review by Hozel et al., (2011a) suggests neuroplastic changes to the brain from

mindfulness meditation in the anterior cingulate cortex, insula, temporo-parietal junction,

fronto-limbic network, and default mode network structures, that all work together to enhance

self-regulation. Each brain location is associated to positive changes in attention regulation,

body awareness, emotion regulation, and change in perspective on the self, as outlined by

Hozel et al. (2011b). A study by Brefczynski-Lewis et al. (2007) using functional MRI found

that brain areas involved in sustained attention had more activation for novice meditators than

for expert meditators, suggesting that with practice, it requires less effort to sustain attention

because of neuroplasticity. These findings imply that attention can be trained and learned

through meditation practice of focused attention (Davidson and Lutz, 2008).

Furthermore, research findings report that changes in the brain can help manage stress

and, thus, improve immune function, helping individuals cope with clinical and non-clinical

problems such as cancer, heart disease, depression, and anxiety (Frias, 2015). Shonin and

Gordon (2016) describe ten mechanisms at play in which mindfulness can help treat

individuals with mental illness and addiction: 1) structural brain changes, 2) reduced

autonomic arousal, 3) perceptual shift, 4) increase in spirituality, 5) values clarification, 6)

increase in self-awareness, 7) addiction substitution, 9) urge surfing, or not reacting to mental

urges, and 10) letting go.

Emotional self-regulation and flexibility can also be enhanced for students and teachers

practicing mindfulness to promote resilience, well-being and self-efficacy of teachers. An

additional benefit can be improved management of classroom behaviour and development of
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supportive relationships with students (Meiklejohn et al., 2012). Not only does mindfulness

meditation increase connections in the brain in areas associated with attention, self-awareness,

and emotions related to kindness, compassion, and rationality, but it also decreases brain

activity in areas associated with anxiety, hostility, worry, and impulsivity (Rudzroga, 2018).

In the classroom, attention and self-regulation are essential to all learning tasks asked of

students. These findings suggest that practicing mindfulness meditation could be of great

benefit to teachers and students.

Self-Regulation

In a classroom environment, self-regulation is an important precursor to learning. Two

key components of self-regulation are: “attentional control, the capacity to resolve conflicts,

inhibit processes and shift the focus of attention, and emotion regulation, the ability to modify

how emotions are experienced and expressed” (Kaunhoven and Dorjee, 2017, p. 164).

Self-regulation is a predictor of school success, along with social and emotional competence

(Razza et al., 2012; Viglas and Perlman, 2018). Pre-school children in a mindful yoga

intervention reported significant effects on three indices of self-regulation (attention, delay of

gratification, and inhibitory control), with a special note of some evidence that children the

most at risk for self-regulation dysfunction showed the most benefit from the intervention

(Razza et al. 2012). Kindergarten children in a mindfulness group also demonstrated

significantly greater improvement in self-regulation, more pro-social behaviors and less

hyperactivity than the control group after a 6-week mindfulness-based program (Viglas and

Perlman, 2018).

Similarly, Kaunhoven and Dorjee (2017) suggest that pre-adolescents also demonstrate

positive changes in self-regulation abilities with mindfulness training. Finally, self-regulated

attention through mindful breathing exercises in a undergraduate student population has also

been shown to have higher heart rate variability, the variability in the time interval between
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heart rates, which has important links to physical and mental health such as cardiovascular

disease, myocardial infarction, depression and generalized anxiety disorder (Burg et al.,

2012). These are important findings pointing to the self-regulation benefits of mindfulness

practice for all ages, and students with disabilities, as poor self-regulation has connections

with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), school failure, addiction, substance

abuse, anxiety and depression (Razza et al., 2012).

Happiness and Self-Compassion

Mindfulness has many connections to happiness. Individuals who practice mindfulness

have been found to have increased self-compassion, lower reactivity to experiences, and a

heightened conscious choice of thoughts, emotions, and sensations, associated with a lower

degree of depressive symptoms (Kuyken et al., 2010). Yet, a meta-analysis by Goyal et al.

(2014) including 47 trials demonstrated moderate effect sizes between mindfulness

meditation programs and improved anxiety, depression and pain, low evidence on improved

stress/ distress and mental health-related quality of life, and low evidence, no effect or

insufficient evidence on positive mood, attention, substance use, eating, sleeping, and weight.

These findings contradict many of the other studies on mindfulness. Limitations to be noted

include a lack of quantitative tests for publication bias due to inconsistencies in the body of

evidence, a large number of heterogenous comparator types and strengths, and no

standardized training or measurement of the practice of meditation for many of the trials

(Goyal et al., 2014).

Conversely, Taylor et al. (2015) conducted a randomized-control trial of a

Mindfulness-Based Intervention on the effects of 59 elementary and secondary Canadian

public school teacher stress using pre/post/follow-up surveys and interviews after a 9 week

mindfulness training program. Taylor et al. (2015) describe the benefits of mindfulness on

teacher stress, encompassing increased efficacy of regulating emotion at work, improved
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stress management techniques on the job, increased efficacy of and tendency to forgive

colleagues and students after conflict, and increased tendency to feel compassion for people

in general, especially challenging students. Campos et al. (2016), in their study, discovered

that the higher frequency of meditation correlated with higher levels of mindfulness,

self-compassion, and happiness, with links to self-kindness and common humanity. Further,

they show that mindfulness and self-compassion can be predictors of happiness, especially

the two components of mindfulness 1) self-regulation of attention on the present moment, and

2) curiosity, openness and acceptance of the immediate experience (Campos et al., 2016).

The mindfulness-happiness relationship was explored by Bajaj et al. (2018), in a study

with 302 undergraduate students using self-report questionnaire. Bajaj et al. (2018) found that

mindfulness was shown to be a predictor of happiness through the mediators of emotional

stability and self-esteem, suggesting that individuals with higher levels of mindfulness have

the tendency to be more emotionally stable and/or have higher self-esteem, leading to higher

levels of happiness. Because the study findings are limited to the undergraduate population,

further exploration of whether these findings would be replicated in a similar study with

children and adolescents would be useful.

A study reviewing the literature of loving-kindness meditation and compassion

meditation, practices with the purpose of improving unconditional, positive emotional states,

has preliminary findings to suggest reduction of stress response and enhanced activation in

brain areas related to emotional processing and empathy (Hofmann et al., 2011). The aims of

these types of meditation aim to cultivate compassion for those with hardships or great

misfortune, and wishing that their suffering will lessen. Loving-kindness and compassion

meditation are also tools that could be explored with children to encourage happy,

compassionate individuals.
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Mindfulness Interventions

Mindfulness programs in schools are becoming more common. Given the benefits

outlined above, research on mindfulness programs in schools is still relatively nascent. One

of the challenges is the methodological issues in the assessment of mindfulness and

measuring changes in mindfulness (Eklund et al., 2017; Goodman, et al., 2017). Nevertheless,

a number of meta-analyses demonstrate the effectiveness of mindfulness interventions for

children and youth (Klingbeil et al., 2017; Zenner et al., 2014; Zoogman et al., 2015). One

important discovery is a larger effect size after a follow-up period, possibly providing

evidence for Kabat-Zinn’s hypothesis that an on-going mindfulness practice is necessary for

interventions to be effective (Klingbeil et al., 2017).

Mindfulness School Programs

There are a wide range of mindfulness programs designed for children, educators and

classrooms. Some are designed for a particular population or age ranges. Programs that are

available for schools, children, and educators include: MindUp, InnerKids, Modern

Mindfulness, Mindful Schools, A Still Quiet Place, Mindfulness Without Borders,

Mindfulness Everyday, and Mindfulness in Schools (Discover Mindfulness, 2020). All of the

programs will not be discussed in great detail, as a good review of the programs can be found

at Discover Mindfulness (2020). Each program has a curriculum that is followed for distinct

age ranges, using short lessons usually less than half an hour once per week, over

approximately three to four months time-frame (Discover Mindfulness, 2020). Naturally,

each program has a slightly different focus and method.

A research study by Mindful Schools (2013) and University of California, Davis

involving over 937 children and 47 teachers in three Oakland public schools, with a

demographically high crime rate, used a randomized-controlled design, 6-week in-class

intervention, following a 6-week teacher training program (Mindful Schools, 2013). They
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found statistically significant improvements in children’s ability to pay attention and to

participate in class activities but no statistical differences for self-control or showing care for

others (Mindful Schools, 2013). Yet, this is not a published, peer-reviewed study. One must

use caution, and question the validity of results, when there is a conflict of interest, such that

the Mindful Schools researchers conducted their own study.

Mindfulness Training Programs

Flook et al. (2013) conducted a randomized controlled pilot trial of a Mindfulness-Based

Stress Reduction (MBSR) course specific for teachers with 18 public elementary school

teachers. Teachers practicing mindfulness reported significant reductions in psychological

symptoms, burnout, and stress, and improvements in attention and self-compassion (Flook et

al., 2013). There are a variety of training programs for educators that can be used to do this,

including Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), Mindfulness Training (MT), Stress

Management and Relaxation Training (SMART), Cultivating Awareness and Resilience in

Education (CARE), Community Approach to Learning Mindfully (CALM), and

Mindfulness-Based Wellness Education (MBWE) (Rudzroga, 2018). Most research on

mindfulness uses at least one of these programs. Most programs for children also include

components of these training programs.

One of the most common training programs is Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction

(MBSR), developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn, an 8-week program that is used in over 250 medical

centres around the United States (Frias, 2015), and is also commonly embedded and modified

in mindfulness programs for children. MBSR is a parent to many other programs, such as

those listed above, in addition to Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy, Acceptance and

Commitment Therapy, and Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (Zenner et al., 2014).



21

Mindfulness Measures

Researchers use a variety of tools to measure mindfulness. Using these measures is

beyond the scope of this project; however, they are important to note for measuring

mindfulness in a reliable, valid way. Self-report measures used with youth, as outlined by

Goodman et al. (2017), include the Child and Adolescent Mindfulness Measure (CAMM),

Mindful Attention Awareness Scale for Adolescents (MAAS-A), Mindful Attention

Awareness Scale for Children (MAAS-C), Comprehensive Inventory of Mindfulness

Experiences-Adolescents (CHIME-A), Mindful Thinking and Action Scale for Adolescents

(MTASA), Mindfulness Scale for Pre-Teens, Teens, and Adults (MSPTA), and Mindfulness

Inventory for Children and Adolescents (MICA).

Connections to Indigenous Ways of Being

Indigenous learning and sharing of knowledge occurs in a very different way than what

typically occurs in western culture and schools. This section will explore some ways in which

Indigenous people share their knowledge from generation to generation.

Indigenous Learning

“Learning then, as Aboriginal people have come to know it, is holistic, lifelong,

purposeful, experiential, communal, spiritual, and learned within a language and a culture”

(Battiste, 2010, p. 15). The Canadian Council on Learning (2009) in their report “The State of

Aboriginal Learning: A Holistic Approach to Measuring Success” discuss the intricacies of

learning of the Indigenous people in Canada. Holistic views of individuals that include four

inter-connected components - emotional, physical, spiritual, and intellectual - are embedded

in cultural practices of many Indigenous peoples (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009). In

many cultures, a relationship to the land and with others in community is extremely important

(Canadian Council on Learning, 2009). The Canadian Council on Learning (2009) also noted

the following key attributes of an Indigenous perspective on learning: holistic, lifelong,
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experiential, rooted in Indigenous languages and cultures, spiritually oriented,

community-based, and integration of Indigenous and western knowledge.

Learning is passed on from Elders sharing knowledge, skills, and attitudes in order to

help create “capable people, ones who [have] integrity in their relationships with the spiritual

world, the land, other people, and themselves.” (NWT Education, Culture & Employment,

1993). In her doctoral work to help Indigenize education by listening to the narratives of

Elders in the NWT, James (2016) discovered four shaping influences of a capable person: 1)

grounding influences of self and identity, 2) relational influences of relationships with time,

people, and places, 3) recurring influences of sacred cultural and spiritual teachings, and 4)

outside influences.

In the NWT, there are a set of curriculum documents for inclusion of Dene culture in

schools called the Dene Kede (NWT Education, Culture & Employment, 1993). There are

curriculum documents for grades K-6, 7, 8, and 9, as well as a Teacher Resource Manual and

another document of Legends and Stories (Education, Culture, and Employment, 2021). The

curriculum documents include specific outcomes that should be taught for inclusion of Dene

culture in the schools and classroom, teacher and administrator roles, and collaboration with

Elders and community members. The NWT Education Act mandates the inclusion of

culture-based school activity that “reflects, validates, and promotes the cultures and

languages of the Indigenous peoples on the NWT” (Government of the NWT, 2018, p. 38).

More recently, the Government of the NWT (2018) created a draft handbook for

Indigenous Languages and Education (ILE): ‘Our People, Our Land, Our Ways, Our

Languages’, in an attempt to help educators learn about Indigenous worldviews, Indigenize

education, and help education to be rooted in place and land. The foundational Indigenous

philosophies encompassing the handbook (Government of the NWT, 2018) include:
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-Holistic, focusing on the development of respectful relationships with the self, others,

the land, and the spiritual world;

-Relational, nurturing relationships with self, family, Elders, community and culture, the

land and the spiritual world;

-Spiral, revisiting familiar themes over time with increasing complexity as the learning

spiral turns; and

-Experiential, purposefully engaging learners in direct experiences, hands-on activities

and focused reflections to develop new skills, new attitudes, or new ways of thinking. (p.

1)

There are supporting documents to aid in these goals, including the NWT School Funding

Framework, the Education Accountability Framework, the ILE Handbook, and Our

Languages Curriculum. These documents and support framework were created from

Ministerial Directive, with four areas of concern (Government of the NWT, 2018):

1) Lack of Indigenous language fluency,

2) Lack of integration of Indigenous culture and language programming,

3) Fragmentation of roles and responsibilities between home, community and school,

4) Ineffectiveness of accountability, monitoring and evaluation. (p. 4)

The ILE handbook also utilizes the arctic rose, an Indigenous approach to education, which

represents the curriculum.

Indigenous Context

Despite the holistic vision that grounds Indigenous ways of knowing, individuals and

communities can face many hardships. These include inter-generational trauma resulting

from colonization, racism, displacement, health care, education, food security, housing, and

poverty. The Canadian Residential School system operated from the 1880’s to 1996, with

approximately 150, 000 children forcibly removed from their families for extended periods of
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time, and forbade children to speak their languages or acknowledge their heritage and culture,

in an attempt to assimilate and indoctrinate the Euro-Canadian and Christian ways of life

(Government of Canada, 2019; Hanson et al., 2020; Truth and Reconciliation Commission of

Canada, 2021). Residential school survivors tell stories of physical, sexual, emotional, and

psychological abuse from the Residential school staff, disrupting families for generations,

and contributing to a loss of language and culture (Hanson et al., 2020). A large number of

students grew up without a nurturing family life and now lack the knowledge and skills to

raise their own families (Hanson et al., 2020). Indigenous communities have been, and

continue to be significantly impacted from this genocide, that the government and the

Anglican, Presbyterian, United and Roman Catholic churches created to “kill the Indian in

the child” (Hanson et al., 2020, p. 1).

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015) describe ninety-four

distinct calls to action in order to “redress the legacy of Residential Schools and advance the

process of Canadian reconciliation” (p. 1). The calls to action categories include: child

welfare, education, language and culture, health, justice, rights of Indigenous people,

settlement agreements, equity in the legal system, professional development and training for

public servants, church apologies, youth programs, museums and archives, missing children

and burial information, commemoration, media, sports, business, and newcomers to Canada

(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). Specific calls to action related to

education and health include:

7.We call upon the federal government to develop with Aboriginal groups a joint strategy

to eliminate educational and employment gaps between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal

Canadians…

10i. Providing sufficient funding to close identified educational achievement gaps in one

generation…
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10iii. Developing culturally appropriate curricula.

10iv. Protecting the right to Aboriginal languages, including the teaching of Aboriginal

languages as credit courses.

10v. Enabling parental and community responsibility, control, and accountability, similar

to what parents enjoy in public school systems.

10vi. Enabling parents to fully participate in the education of their children

19. We call upon the federal government, in consultation with Aboriginal peoples, to

establish measurable goals to identify and close the gaps in health outcomes between

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities…[focusing] on indicators such as: infant

mortality, maternal health, suicide, mental health, addictions … and the availability of

appropriate health services (pp. 1-3)

These calls to action directly relate to the goals outlined in the ILE handbook and the Dene

Kede curriculum documents of the NWT. These calls to action also highlight the

responsibility of teachers and schools to address these identified issues, with the goal of

improving learning experiences, wellness, and success for students.

Mindfulness Studies with Indigenous Populations

Dion et al. (2018) used the Child and Adolescent Mindfulness Measure (CAMM) among

samples of French and Indigenous youth in Canada, finding positive correlations between

mindfulness and resilience, self-esteem, and empowerment. Yet, it was also reported that

child sexual abuse victims reported lower levels of mindfulness that non-victims, as well that

Indigenous adolescents demonstrated slightly lower levels of mindfulness than

non-Indigenous adolescents, when family problems, which were more frequently reported for

Indigenous adolescents, were controlled for (Dion et al., 2018). Furthermore, Indigenous

youth across the Circumpolar North have poorer mental health, more significant health

disparities, and have some of the highest global suicide rates (MacDonald et al., 2013).
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Nevertheless, protective factors such as cultural and land-based activities, history,

language, practicing and holding traditional knowledge and skills, positive role-models, and

believing in one-self can build resilience for mental health and northern communities

(MacDonald et al., 2013). “Youth perspectives of mental health programmes are crucial to

developing appropriate mental health support, and meaningful engagement of youth can

inform locally appropriate and culturally relevant mental health resources, programmes, and

community resilience strategies” (MacDonald et al., 2013, p. 21775).

Two studies investigate mindfulness interventions that were modified for an Indigenous

youth population. Le and Gobert (2015) explored the implementation of a mindfulness-based

youth suicide prevention intervention in a Native American community school of the

Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes in Montana, USA. Their goal was to decrease risk

factors (stress, impulsivity, distress intolerance) and to increase protective factors for the

youth (self-regulation and emotional regulation skills), not to treat depressed, suicidal

individuals. They discuss the ways in which mindfulness resonates with Native American

Spirituality and how it may have less of a stigma than current Western mental health services.

The intervention was offered as an elective class by two trained, local facilitators, Monday

through Thursday, for 55 minutes in the morning. The participants of the study were highly

receptive, reporting increased focus, greater awareness of their thoughts and emotions, and

the ability to stay present with difficult emotions and thoughts. Le and Gobert (2015) propose

that mindfulness can be culturally valid and sustainable, especially when implemented

collaboratively in an Indigenous community. Limitations of this study include a very small

sample size, eight youth who chose to take the elective course, and the fact that every

Indigenous community and culture is different.

Le and Proulx (2015) explored the feasibility of a mindfulness-based intervention for

incarcerated mixed-ethnic Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander youth. Native language was used
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as a part of the curriculum modifications to demonstrate the traditional, cultural, and spiritual

connections to mindfulness. For example, the word aloha was incorporated and reinforced

throughout the program because “ “Alo” means presence in, and “ha” means breath, so the

symbolic and spiritual definition of aloha means presence in breath” (Le and Proulx, 2015, p.

1949). They found that after a 5-week culturally modified mindfulness program, with two

1-hour classes per week, a reduction in cortisol response to stress, and improvements in

impulsivity, self-regulation, and mindfulness were observed. Limitations of this study include

a repeated measure design, a small sample size, generalizability to other populations, missing

data in the post-intervention condition, lack of a control group, and the measures of

mindfulness itself.

Summary

This literature review has outlined the current research on mindfulness, showing

connections to mental health, attention, self-regulation, happiness, self-compassion and, with

particular importance to my study, Indigenous populations. Although mindfulness

interventions in schools are relatively new, they are becoming more common, with

meta-analyses showing their effectiveness (Klingbeil et al., 2017; Zenner et al., 2014;

Zoogman et al., 2015). However, there is a lack of research on programs that involve

mindfulness-like strategies with Indigenous participants, with only two identified for this

review. There is also a lack of research on how consultation with community can help to

develop culturally appropriate practices similar to mindfulness to support youth in specific

communities. Recommendations for future studies involve the creation and the testing of the

impact of culturally relevant mindfulness interventions on anxiety and self-compassion for

Indigenous youth populations to fill gaps in the literature (MacDonald et al., 2013; Mahali et

al., 2019). Thus, this self-study research project aims to answer the question, “How can an
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exploration of Dene cultural teachings and my experiences in a NWT classroom inform the

development of a culturally appropriate mindfulness curriculum?”
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Chapter Three: Research Methods

This chapter explains the self-study research methods used for the study, following the

research question: “How can an exploration of Dene cultural teachings and my experiences

in a NWT classroom inform the development of a culturally appropriate mindfulness

curriculum?” To begin, an explanation of self-study research is given. Next, qualitative data

collection instruments, data analysis and interpretation will be explained. Finally, potential

application of knowledge created, limitations and significance of potential findings will be

described.

Methodology & Methods

I have chosen to use self-study research for my project as it seemed to be the most

suitable type of research for engaging me in reflection in response to my research question.

Tidwell et al. (2009) explain, “while self-studies are embedded with an overarching research

question - How can I improve my practice? - some self-studies do not begin by formulating a

formal and clearly defined research question in the traditional sense.” Researchers are deeply

invested in their studies, and our practice tends to determine who we are as teachers

(Bullough and Pinnegar, 2001). Thus, the methodology of self-study can be understood that

teacher educators aim “to better align their teaching intents with their teaching actions”

(Loughran, 2007 p. 12). It is my hope to improve my practice in a way that provides better

support for my students in a way that is culturally relevant for them. Self-study seemed like a

good way to better understand myself and how I can improve my practice to make it more

suitable for my students.

In my self-study research project, I intend to create post-positivist, situated, subjective

knowledge that can be extrapolated to various contexts as readers see fit. Mindfulness has

been proven to be a successful intervention in a variety of contexts (Eklund et al., 2017;

Goodman et al., 2017; Kaunhoven and Dorjee, 2017; Zoogman et al., 2015), yet there have
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been very few studies exploring its effectiveness with Indigenous populations (Le and Gobert,

2015; Le and Proulx, 2015). I hope to create subjective knowledge to help inform and

improve my teaching practice. “Knowledge can be objective, such as knowledge of facts and

figures, and also subjective, when a person develops new understandings.” (McNiff, 2016,

p.9). The knowledge I create will be specifically useful to myself and teachers in a northern

context, who work with the Dene and Métis people.

I understand that the trust between schools and teachers and Indigenous people has been

severely damaged by the legacy of Residential Schools and is slowly being rebuilt. Through

my research, I also hope to make clear that there are people working to undo the damage that

was caused. “Researchers who self-disclose abandon the positivist notion of the aloof

observer and reduce the power differentials by revealing as much about themselves as they

ask participants to reveal” (Rumrill, 2011, p.167). I hope that my research and willingness to

be vulnerable might provide a model of how to bridge the gap many schools face in

incorporating Indigenous culture in the classroom and collaboration with community.

For this project, I chose to use the Mindful Schools curriculum due to its use and

accessibility in the region where I teach. Mindful Schools is one of the most widely used

program in the world, with over 50,000 teachers, school leaders and professionals trained

since 2007 (Mindful Schools, 2019). Mindful Schools’ (2019) “vision is for all children to

learn in schools that encourage greater awareness, focused attention, and compassionate

action”. There are three curriculum packages for teachers: PreK-2, K-5, and Middle and High

School, that are taught to teachers during a 6-week online training course “Mindful Educator

Essentials”, which is available to teachers who have taken the prerequisite “Mindfulness

Fundamentals”, or an equivalent 6-8 week course (Mindful Schools, 2019).
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Research Process

For my self-study research project, I planned to learn about Indigenous knowledge and

ways of being about the local Dene culture where I live in the NWT through the locally

available literature. I wrote journal reflections about teaching the Mindful Schools curriculum.

Finally, I attempted to make connections between the mindfulness curriculum and the local

Indigenous knowledge. The process took place during several stages, which I outline below.

Stage One

In May 2020, I took the Mindful Schools Educator Essentials course. During the course,

I tried to consider the value of this curriculum for my students, and how it can be modified so

that it is culturally relevant to the local population where I live. As I learned about the

Mindful Schools curriculum, I kept a journal of my reflections and notes on where I thought

it may be appropriate to include cultural components or modifications.

Stage Two

During the 2020-2021 school year, I taught the Mindful Schools curriculum to six

different classes. To three classes, I taught the elementary curriculum, and to the other three

classes I taught the adolescent curriculum. While teaching the curriculum, I wrote in my

researcher journal, noting connections I made to the curriculum in myself, my teaching

practice, and connections I saw to the literature.

Stage Three

I read the literature on Sahtuotine Dene culture, as well as other literature from other

Dene regions in the NWT. As I read, I began to make and note connections to the Mindful

School curriculum with Dene culture. Once I completed my readings, I reflected on what I

read and how it applied to and helped to improve my teaching practice, and teaching of the

mindfulness curriculum.
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Stage Four

I coded the quotations from the literature, as well as my reading and journal reflections to

find common themes. At this point, I organized my data by suggesting cultural components

from the data into the main topics that I found to be in the mindfulness curriculum. Finally, I

coded the found themes one more time to make connections between the themes for final

recommendations.

Participants

I was the sole participant in the study. It was my original intention to use action research

and interview Elders and community members as well as an Indigenous critical friend to

review my work. Due to set-backs in timing from revisions for ethics and complications from

COVID-19, as well as attempts, and an ultimate failure to obtain a license from the Aurora

Research Institute within the time-frame I needed to conduct research with people in the

NWT, I was unable to continue with action research and inclusion of additional participants.

Yet, due to the nature of my research in the inclusion of Indigenous peoples and

knowledge, before applying to the Research Ethics Board (REB), I first engaged with the

community for approval. Article 9.1 of the Tri-Council Policy Statement states “Where the

research is likely to affect the welfare of an Indigenous community, or communities, to which

prospective participants belong, researchers shall seek engagement with the relevant

community” (TCPS 2, 2018). I connected with the local Land Corporation and obtained

approval for my research. The intention of my research was to learn more about local culture

so that I can incorporate it into my teaching practice with the end goal of helping to improve

the mental health and wellness of the children in the community. It is also my hope that other

teachers in the region may learn and benefit from my research in working with their students.

It is my hope that the recommendations for modifying the curriculum can be used with as

many people as possible in a hope to encourage wellness in northern communities.
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Ethical Considerations

This study includes Indigenous knowledge so it has special ethical considerations that

pertain to respect for Indigenous knowledge and peoples. I obtained approval for research

from the Vancouver Island University Research Ethics Board, and the Sahtu Divisional

Education Council, my school board, in order to conduct research in the NWT and my home

community. In my application to the REB, I explained the Sahtu Land Agreements of the

NWT and how they differ from the majority of southern Canada, in that the land is owned

and managed by the Indigenous people of the region and how some communities have

self-government. My intent throughout this study is not to presume knowledge of Indigenous

culture or ways of knowing, but to position myself as a learner, with the intention of

supporting students more effectively through this learning.

The goal of my reflective journals, even about my teaching practice, was to attend only

to my own personal experiences. In my journals, there are no specific classroom stories or

reflections that would require observation or description of others.

Data Collection

Qualitative data will be collected for this study, in the form of a personal journal of notes

and reflections. Researchers must be extremely careful and diligent to the respect for persons

and concern for welfare when working with Indigenous knowledge. There is history of

research with Indigenous people including the following abuses: “misappropriation of sacred

songs, stories and artifacts; devaluation of Indigenous peoples’ knowledge as primitive or

superstitious; violation of community norms regarding the use of human tissue and remains;

failure to share data and resulting benefits; and dissemination of information that has

misrepresented or stigmatized entire communities” (TCPS 2, 2018).
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Data Analysis and Interpretation

I coded and analyzed my journal entries and reading reflections to find connections,

themes and patterns within the data. Indigenous knowledge was found from the literature that

will aid in modifying the Mindful Schools curriculum. The topics that stood out to me from

the Mindful Schools curriculum were used to code my data: 1) Mindful bodies, 2) Mindful

movement, 3) Mindful listening, 4) Mindfulness of breath, 5) Heartfulness, 6) Mindfulness of

emotions, 7) Generosity, 8) Mindfulness of thought, 9) Mindful seeing, 10) Mindful eating/

taste/ smell, 11) Gratitude, 12) Acceptance, and 13) Mindful communication.

“Meanings used by participants to interpret situations are culture- and context-bound,

and there are multiple realities, not single truths in interpreting a situation. History and

biography intersect – we create our own futures but not necessarily in situations of our own

choosing.” (Cohen et al., 2018, p.288). I hope to have appropriately represented the published

stories of Elders and knowledge from the literature, and compiled them appropriately into

something that is meaningful for as many people as I can reach as possible.

Potential Application of Knowledge Created

Qualitative research “gives voice to participants and it probes issues that lie beneath the

surface of presenting behaviours and actions” (Cohen et al., 2018, p.288). One cannot

explore a culture and what meanings various parts of the culture are provided without

conversing with people. Although I was unable to include any data from my experiences

and conversations with Elders and Indigenous people and friends, their input helped shape

my research into what it became and the data and knowledge that came out in the end. It

would be unfair and unrealistic to explore these relationships and meanings in solely

quantitative research. Qualitative research allows a big-picture of the culture, beliefs, and

values to shine through.
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Limitations of Method

As in all self-study research, the findings of this study cannot be generalized. It is

acknowledged that the interpretations are subject to bias. The findings are also limited by a

lack of critical voices and other perspectives. The significance of the findings are limited to

the literature that was available, a lack of participants and a critical friend to review my

themes.

Significance of Potential Findings, Based on Method

When exploring a culture different than your own, a lot of value and meaning can be

built by talking to people about their culture and asking what is important to them. My

conversations with them in my work and in community have significantly helped shape my

understandings and learning on my topic. I want to express my gratitude for their

contributions. Personal stories are often a very powerful way of making meaning, building

knowledge, and sharing about a culture, and I am extremely grateful to the Elders who

shared their stories in the volume, “Our Stories Will Always Be Here: Elders’ stories from

the Sahtu” (Andrew et al. 2017). The value of my study is the integration of five main

sources - Mindful Schools, self, experiences, literature, and published voices of Elders.

Additionally, the insights about mindfulness, education, educational institutions and the

inclusion of language and culture that have emerged continue to inform my learning and

teaching, and I hope they will be of value to the field of research of education in northern

Indigenous communities and the potential of mindfulness practices.

Summary

This chapter began by describing self-study research and why it was chosen for this

project. The research project and the various stages of self-study research that will be

undertaken are outlined. Qualitative data collection and analysis of journal recordings are

explained. Finally, potential application of knowledge created, limitations, and significance
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of potential findings are discussed. All of the methodology is guided by the research

question: “How can an exploration of Dene cultural teachings and my experiences in a NWT

classroom inform the development of a culturally appropriate mindfulness curriculum?”
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Chapter Four: Findings

The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings of this self-study. The findings

address the research question: “How can an exploration of Dene cultural teachings and my

experiences in a NWT classroom inform the development of a culturally appropriate

mindfulness curriculum?”

In Spring 2020, I took the Mindful Schools for Educators course, which is an instructor

course for learning how to teach mindfulness in schools, particularly with the Mindful

Schools (2014) curriculum. During the 2020-2021 school year, I taught the Mindful Schools

curriculum to six different classes. To three classes, I taught the elementary curriculum, and

to the other three classes I taught the adolescent curriculum. Data, including reflective

journals on my teaching practice, mindfulness strategies, and responses to my readings, will

be presented with attention to how these findings align with the Mindful Schools (2014) and

(2015) curriculum. Analysis and connections to literature will be presented in the discussion.

The major areas explored to provide answers to my research question will focus on topics

identified in the Mindful Schools (2014, 2015) curriculum, explored through the curricular

intentions, reflections on experiences, and readings related to Dene culture and knowledge.

Findings are organized through the connections between the Mindful Schools

Mindfulness curriculum and the Indigenous knowledge that I gained from personal

experiences and journal reflections through the research process and teaching the Mindful

Schools curriculum. Various alignments and congruities, as wells as tensions and

opportunities will be discussed. Thirteen key topics, that I understood to be major themes

from the Mindful Schools curriculum, will help to organize this integration: 1) Mindful

bodies, 2) Mindful movement, 3) Mindful listening, 4) Mindfulness of breath, 5) Heartfulness,

6) Mindfulness of emotions, 7) Generosity, 8) Mindfulness of thought, 9) Mindful seeing, 10)

Mindful eating/ taste/ smell, 11) Gratitude, 12) Acceptance, and 13) Mindful communication.
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Mindful Bodies

Today, our youth seem down when I see them and they are not happy at all. Maybe

their bodies do not feel well after substance abuse. There is something bothering

them. I raised my grandchild, Taylor, since he was small. I told him about our people

and how they were raised in the bush. I have not seen anyone unhappy then; they did

what they had to do and worked hard and finished their tasks. People were not lazy

and they did things and the people did not complain about how hard they worked. At

the end of the day people thought nothing of doing hard work. Joe Bernarde, Tulita

(Andrew et al., 2017, p. 130-131)

Mindfulness of your body is paying attention to what is going on in your body. This

could be simply noticing that you are feeling tired, restless, you have a pain in your toe where

you stubbed it, or that you feel your heart beating. When you recognize what is going on in

your body, you have a better understanding on what it needs.

Body awareness is something I help teach children everyday. Whether it is reminding

a student of personal space, to take their seat when they have got up to wander

around the classroom, or to be aware of others so you don’t run into them in gym

class.

One of the strategies used in the Mindful Schools (2014) curriculum is the body scan.

The strategy instructs students to sit quietly and to pay attention to different parts of their

bodies with their minds, not their hands, one body part at a time. Students are asked to pay

attention to any sensations or feelings when they notice that body part. The following section

from the curriculum helps to explain the different sensations one might notice when they pay

attention to their body.

As I mention each place of your body, I just want you to pay attention to that part

and see what you notice. You might notice temperature (warm, cool, or hot),
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heaviness or lightness, softness or hardness, movement, or something else.

Sometimes you might not notice anything in particular. (Mindful Schools, 2014).

Reflections on Mindful Bodies

After I started teaching the Mindful Schools curriculum, I became more aware of my

students’ needs and learned to ask them more direct questions about their bodies, when they

were hurt or I sensed that they were restless. If a student became hurt in gym class, I now try

to ask more specific questions to narrow down where they are feeling pain or discomfort, and

what kind of pain it is. Sometimes, simply pointing out to students if the class seems

particularly energetic and hyper them helps them to become aware of their shaking legs and

inability to sit still in their chairs. Occasionally, I will ask students to take a few quiet breaths

or ring the meditation bell to help them to become more calm and ready to learn.

Personally, I often use body scans to help become more aware of my body and where

I hold stress and tension. I always try to share my personal experiences with mindfulness to

my students when I am teaching it to try make connections.

I often use body scans as a way to get out of my head and relax my body and mind

when I am trying to fall asleep. I find it a very effective way. I am very physically

active and can empathize with the restless kids who have a hard time sitting still. It is

a challenge for me as well.

Especially, during COVID lockdown, I felt extremely restless. Being stuck in my

house working, I was restless. I created a standing desk out of a cardboard box and would

walk periodically around the house and outside onto the deck. I am used to moving

constantly around the classroom and the school. It is very hard for me to sit still. When we

are more aware of how our body is feeling, we can do what we need to try to feel better.

In class, we also discussed the many ways why it is important to be mindful of our

bodies. We talked about the importance recognizing where our body is in space, especially in
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the hallways, on the playground, and in gym class so we can be safe and not accidentally hurt

other people. “We use our bodies for everything: walking, running, sitting, dressing, eating,

etc. Being mindful of your body helps you take care of your body and it can be a great way to

feel calm and relaxed.” (Mindful Schools, 2014). At the end of every Mindful Schools lesson,

I always challenge the students to try to pay more attention to the topic learned over the next

couple of days, in this instance, to how their body was feeling.

I reflected in my journal. Even if most kids have pretty good body awareness, they

may lack the empathy it takes to recognize how somebody else’s body feels when they hit or

plow into them in the gym. Practicing these body scans and having more reminders of being

aware of their bodies might help prevent more accidents in gym class and build a greater

sense of empathy.

Mindful Bodies in the North

In the North, a very real challenge is being outside safely in the cold. Our school has a

cold temperature cut-off for outdoor recess at -30℃ with wind chill. There are always some

kids missing mittens, neck warmers, or toques. Some kids are used to playing outside, or

skidooing, even on very cold days, but not all. I have been on recess duty when the wind

picked up and I was responsible for getting rosy-cheeked, kidsicles back inside early. We

definitely notice a huge difference in the kids’ energy levels and restlessness when they can’t

get outside to run around in the fresh air. December is often a long, restless, cold month.

Usually, I use the same cut-off for cross-country skiing with the kids. They are often so keen

and hardy that sometimes I take them outside even when we have had indoor recess in the

afternoon. When I take kids skiing on a very cold day, I always remind them to let me know if

they are getting too cold so we can turn around and go back to the school. Frostbite happens

quicker than expected.
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The kids are always willing to tell me when they’re cold and they have had enough.

My first year here, I had a similar experience with youth about needing them to tell me how

they were doing so I could judge what was best to do for the group. I was out on the land for

a winter camping trip with a group of teenagers and one Elder. It was my first time setting up

a wall tent and camping outside in the frigid, cold northern temperatures. I had only recently

learned to use a chainsaw and drive a skidoo. I remember needing the expertise of some of

the youth to help get my skidoo unstuck. Some of the youth had been driving skidoos their

whole lives and knew how to use their body weight to rock the skidoo, with the careful use of

the throttle to get the skidoo unstuck when lodged in the snow. I did not have the experience

or body awareness on my skidoo necessary to do it myself.

Voices of Elders

On the land, there are many things that require careful attention to our bodies. I was

struck by this remarkable story of the Elder Alfred Pierrot from the Sahtu community of Fort

Good Hope, in which he shares his story of being a blind man who learned to sew, make

canoe paddles and tools just by feeling with his hands.

I taught myself to do a lot of work by touching and not by sight because I am blind.

When we were still staying at our old house, I used to make dog collars for dog

harnesses. I used to sew it with moose hide and then fill it with moose hair; I make it

nice and round; sew the edges with red material. One time we stayed across the river

and I made a paddle. At first I made only one, after we came back to town, I made two

more paddles. They looked like store bought paddles. I make it with spruce tree that

was cut in half with a chainsaw. I learned how to make all these tools a while back.

Nobody taught me how to make things. I used to sit with some of the women who were

working on hides. I take their working tools and by touching those tools, I know how

they are made. (Andrew et al., 2017, p.59)
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This amazing story demonstrates what people can be capable of when they put their full

attention on a task. Becoming a capable person is quoted as one of the number one lessons for

Dene children, in the Dene Kede curriculum document section (NWT Education, Culture and

Employment 1, 1993) titled, “Helping to develop of the Dene perspective”.

In the development stages of the Dene curriculum, the elders advised that the schools

can somehow be made to help Dene students to develop the Dene perspective and to

become the capable Dene they are meant to be. To be capable means having

responsible, skillful and respectful relationships with the spiritual world, with the

land, with other people and with themselves. It was with this goal in mind that the

Dene Kede Curriculum was developed. (NWT Education, Culture and Employment 1,

1993, p. 6)

Mindful Bodies Summary

The 'Mindful Bodies' focus encourages students to attend to their bodies, building an

awareness of individual parts of the body and body sensations through body scans. This

bodily knowledge helps students to recognize what is happening with their bodies as they go

through their day in school and out. This awareness is important in the North, especially, as

the cold temperatures can be dangerous. Many Dene youth have internalized this bodily

awareness through their experiences in this environment. Dene knowledge emphasizes the

importance of connection to, and relationship to the land. This connection can aid in mindful

attentions to the body.

Theme 1: Experiences on the land require attention to bodily sensations and the use of

the body to stay safe and resilient to environmental changes.

Mindful Movement

You’ve definitely leaned stealthily to scour sand-covered eskers, dug deep into

autumn moss lining freezing lake shores, learned to manoeuvre hopping hummocks
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as if playing snakes and ladders, and felt the rough jut of rock and the smooth,

hard-packed dirt of the Barren Land Precambrian Shield. You learned how to lift the

weight of fresh-cut caribou meat and pails of fish and have hauled hulks of chipped

ice. (Kolson, 2009, p. 11)

Moving mindfully is similar to mindful bodies, but incorporates action and movement

into body awareness. Paying attention to your body when it is moving can be an effective tool

to focus the mind on one concrete thing. Mindful movement is one of the most effective

forms of meditation for me. Being outside, moving around hiking, skiing, swimming, biking, I

am able to feel my body and get out of my mind. Activities such as sewing or knitting also

help me focus on my body. Dora McNeely from Fort Good Hope expressed a similar feeling,

“I like sewing. It helps me relax” (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 35).

Reflections on Mindful Movement

One experience I had with students in school a few years ago where I noticed full

engagement in the task was when we stripped bark from trees that were to be used to set up a

teepee outside the school. It was a very satisfying experience to see the bark covered trees

stripped naked in a few minutes. An Elder showed us the proper technique and the kids went

about excitedly stripping as many trees as fast as they could. Incorporating movement into a

cultural activity, outside on a sunny day, was an ideal way to incorporate cultural practices

with mindful listening, seeing, and movement, not to mention fun.

Movement always helps keep me going and helps me learn, as a visual and kinesthetic

learner. I reflected on how my days shifted to working from home due to COVID-19,

During a day teaching, I rarely stop moving. I walk up and down the hallway and

around the classroom all day. I ride my bike to and from work, even in the winter

months except when it is extremely cold or windy. I ski, hike, and cut my own firewood

to heat my home. I learned from a young age from my parents that I feel better when I
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am active. This has been one of my best strategies for maintaining my mental health. I

was lonely and restless during this period where I worked from home.

I was so restless that I started a daily dance break with a friend. I wrote about this experience

when I thought about how important movement is for my mental health,

I started a daily mini dance break with a friend from university to move my body and

help my mental health. At lunch time everyday, I would pick a song and she would do

the same. We would call one another via video chat and dance to our two songs, have a

quick conversation and go on with our days. This considerably helped my mental

health by connecting to others and getting my heart pumping.

Dancing, Drumming, and Sahtuotine Culture

The Sahtuotine used dancing in many different ways, “Dancing was believed to be

one of the purest forms of activity. There was no better way to celebrate, to mourn, to pray, to

compete or to play” (Vandermeer et al., 1991, p. 46). The Dene drum was used for singing

and dancing and shows special importance for Dene culture.

Days of anxiety were spent following game. Days were spent with gnawing hunger.

Months were spent isolated from family and friends. Storms would confine people to

their territories, but finally, when the weather cleared, or game was found or visitors

arrived, spirits were greatly lifted and the Sahtuotine would play. So happy, so

exciting, so much fun were those good times, the Sahtuotine Elders still have vivid

memories of them. Echoing in these memories is the sound of the drum. The drum

had a very special meaning for the Sahtuotine. Along with dancing, drums were

believed to open the way to the spirit world. The heartbeats of the earth and of our

people were joined in the sounds of the drums…During dancing and drumming, the

Sahtuotine came closest to themselves and to each other. They became one people.

The drumbeat, the song and the dance still remain today to give special meaning to
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occasions such as funerals, meetings, prayers, offerings and celebrations.

(Vandermeer et al., 1991, p. 46).

Further, handgames are a form of entertainment and gambling where drums are also

used. Groups of men try to deceive the other team by passing a small object between one

another. The other team has to try to guess who has the object.

Handgames were frequently played by groups of men, with sometimes up to more

than twelve to a team. As they played, drums were beaten. It was believed that the

rhythm of the drums gave Sahtuotine men the power to remove themselves, and to

thereby outwit their opponents. Players most attuned to the drumbeats were

victorious. (Vandermeer et al., 1991, p. 49)

Mindful Walking

In the Mindful School (2014) curriculum, there is a lesson on mindful walking. With my

students, we talked about how body awareness and paying attention to our movements and

where our body is space is important so we don’t run into other people and can move safely.

The lesson begins by asking students to gather awareness of their feet on the ground, then

moves slowly into movement.

Now let’s breath normally and keep your attention on your feet. Feel each foot touch

the ground. Keep your attention on the bottom of your feet and let’s slowly take three

mindful steps forward. This time, notice how your foot feels when you lift it up. Can

you feel the bottom of your feet on the ground and in the air? (Mindful Schools, 2014,

p. 38)

I explained to the students that just like any learning we do, we learn it slowly, breaking it

down into parts, then we can build it up and go faster. We learn mindful movement by doing

it slowly and then can practice and understand better when we are moving faster. Also, when

we slow down it is easier to notice and enjoy more.
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Voices of Elders

Edward Gardebois from Fort Good Hope shared his experience about how fast

machines like skidoos have changed the pace of life on the land.

I enjoyed living out on the land for hunting, fishing, and trapping. It was a good life out

there until the skidoo came. With the skidoo, you are always in a rush but with a dog

team, whenever you want you can stop and make tea. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 44)

I reflected in my journal after reading this.

When we slow down in nature, we can really enjoy all of the natural beauty is has.

When we are on skidoo or quad, it goes by so fast and we can’t take it all in. We can

travel further but it’s more stressful and loud. It hurts our backs. Before moving here,

I never used any form of transport like that. I always was out in the woods with my

family on foot or by bike. I find it more relaxing that way, and you can move your

body. When my body is moving, I feel good. I know that one of the most important

things for me to do for my mental health and reduce stress in my life is to stay active.

Even if it’s -40 I always try to get outside for some fresh air and to move my body.

Ernestine Lennie from Tulita also suggested that getting outside in nature to do something

with purpose can make small even like setting a snare can make people feel better.

If you are lonely, it is good to walk in the bush when the leaves are just turning green,

and it is good to look at a beautiful land. Sometimes when people are lonely they just

go in the bush and make rabbit snare fences, just to pass time. It helps them feel good.

(Andrew et al., 2017, p.115)

Mindful Movement Summary

The ‘Mindful Movement’ topic teaches students to build body awareness, similar to

‘Mindful Bodies’ but through slow movement and walking. Movements are started slowly

and then sped up to support students in noticing body sensations. Body awareness is
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important for many Dene cultural activities such as walking on the land, drumming, dancing,

hand games, cultural activities such as setting up a teepee. Connection to the land and

community celebrations, including drumming and dancing, are viewed to be important in

Dene culture. Noticing how your body feels when you put your whole attention into a cultural

activity that requires movement can help build connections to culture. Bringing body

awareness to movement and activities on the land may also deepen relationship to the land.

Theme 2: Engagement with active cultural practices focuses awareness on movement

skills that can be creative, celebratory, spiritual, and practical.

Mindful Listening

We have to listen to the elders, even though the elder is not our father or our

mother. We have to respect those people by word and attitude. We haven't yet benefit

from our own experiences. If we keep their words well, we will save ourselves

through them. They relate to us their experiences of how they lived and worked.

(Jimmy B. Rabesca, in Rae-Edzo, Nov. 1990). (NWT Education, Culture and

Employment 2, 1993, p. xxiv)

Mindful listening is paying attention to the sounds and voices we hear. “If you stop to

listen very carefully, you might hear things you don’t normally hear…You might hear sounds

in the classroom or outside, or even in your body.” (Mindful Schools, 2014, p. 6). Listening

with intention is also a precious gift given to other people. With my students, we discussed

when it might be important to use mindful listening. Some of the suggestions were listening

to our teachers, classmates, parents, friends, siblings. As spring slowly arrives in the North,

bird song is a welcome addition to the increasing daylight in our cold, snow-covered land.

Wind whips through the trees more commonly as the weather warms up bit by bit. While the

visible signs of spring are usually nowhere yet to be seen in March, the sounds of spring are

starting to arrive.
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In the classroom, we learn and practice mindful listening at the beginning and end of

every lesson by ringing and listening to the sound of the meditation bell. The Mindful School

K-5 curriculum (2014, p. 6) suggests, “That means you listen very carefully, the whole time.

So, see if you can pay attention from the very first moment you hear the bell all the way to

the end. Raise your hand when the sound is gone.” At times, when the kids are rowdy, or

restless, sometimes I suggest to ring the bell. Other times, the students themselves ask if we

can ring the bell. This helps to put us all into a mindful moment of awareness and focus on

one thing, instead of feeling scattered in many directions. As a teacher, I often feel pulled in

many directions. These short moments of pause throughout the day help me feel calm and

centered as I jump between instructing, providing individual student support, planning,

assessing, managing my class, and responding to emails.

Dene culture is an oral culture. Only in recent decades, North Slavey speakers created a

written system for writing the language. One of the Dene Laws is to “Pass on the teaching.”

The Dehcho First Nations (2020) expand, “Elders are to tell stories about the past everyday.

In this way, you people learn to distinguish between good and acceptable behaviour and

when they are older, they will become the storytellers who will keep the strong circle of life

going.” One thing I have observed with my experience with the Elders is that they always

share stories and relate them back to teachings they had as children and in their lives. Wilfred

Jackson from Fort Good Hope shares,

Listen to the Dene stories; how people were, how tough time was when we traveled

with a dog team. That teaches you. You have to know our stories, how to survive and

you have to pass that on to the next generation. Respect other people and their

property, such as tents and cabins out on the land and don’t leave a mess behind.

(Andrew et al., 2017, p. 36)
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Yet, in my journal reflections from reading Elder Stories from the Sahtu from the

compilation Our Stories Will Always Be Here: Elders’ stories from the Sahtu (Andrew et al.,

2017), it seems that children and people do not listen as they once did to the wisdom and

stories of the Elders. The Elder Elizabeth Kodakin from Deline, observed,

Nowadays the youth do not listen to the Elders. They do whatever they want. They

almost appear to be orphans without a home because they just walk around all day

and night. Since the school was built here in Deline, the youth have learned about

white man’s culture and they have started to forget out Dene culture. This has caused

a lot of problems. Everything has changed so much. I wonder what the future holds.

(Andrew et al., 2017, p. 9)

Similarly, Winston McNeely from Fort Good Hope noted,

Children used to really listen to their parents. If we were told to get wood or haul

water we would obey our parents right away. As children we did what we were told.

Today the youth have changed so much. (Andrew et al., 2017, p.25)

Perhaps the real need for one’s caregivers was apparent to children in the past. Growing up

on the land created a real fear and understanding that they needed these people to survive. In

my journal, I reflected,

Many Elders also speak about not talking back and just doing what they were told

right away. Possibly they knew that everything done was for survival. If their parents

did not hunt and gather and provide food for them, they would starve and die. It was

a very real possibility so everything was taken seriously.

Whatever the reason, this lack of listening was echoed by many Elders in this volume.

After reading many similar observations from other Elders and struggling often in the school

with students not listening, I reflected,
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So many Elders have shared that the children don’t listen as they once did. Some

suggest it is because of the schools and listening to the white man’s ways. I agree

that the children are caught between two worlds and are challenged with their

identity. They don’t know who to believe: their Elders, parents, teachers, peers or

social media. They are receiving conflicting messages from all sources. It must be a

very confusing time to be a child or teenager.

I have a lot of empathy for the children during this time. I often wonder if it is

electronics, television and video games that create a lack of interest among children and

youth. Kulchyski (2005, p. 36) had similar experiences and conversations with Elders in the

Sahtu,

In a society where “power consists in the monopoly of the spoken word”, good

listening is hardly a valued attribute. A theme of many of the elders I have talked to -

George Blondin, Pauloosie Angmarlik, Paul Wright - has been how people do not

listen as well as they did in the past. Walter Benjamin commented, of course, on the

same phenomenon, attributing it to the decline of boredom, “the dream bird that

hatches the egg of experience.” In Benjamin’s view, when the “activities that are

intimately associated with boredom disappear … the gift for listening is lost and the

community of listeners disappears. (Kulchyski, 2005, p. 36)

Vandermeer et al. (1991, p. 18) echoed these thoughts as well, “Although there were few toys,

children had many things to enthrall and amuse them. Listening to stories told by the Elders

was one of their favourite pastimes.”

The most important task of the Elders was to tell stories. Their stories caused

laughter and fright, particularly among children. They told of the past and the future.

The stories entertained the Sahtuotine, while at the same time, taught them their

culture, language, and history. (Vandermeer et al., 1991, p. 11)
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If children are bombarded with stimulus and jump from one task to another and do not

experience boredom, they have no interest in listening. I remember sitting with my

grandparents as a child and feeling bored. I felt like there was nothing to talk about and

wanted to go outside to play in the apple orchard. However, my parents knew this time was

special and thus made us stay inside to visit. Looking back, I now realize this is the time that

stories came out of my grandparents that taught me about how they grew up and parts of my

Doukhobour culture. As an adult, I learned to go to visit my grandmother, sit with her as she

tried to feed me everything she could, and listen to her stories. This is where I learned the

most, when I was patient and I let the stories come to me with gentle inquiries about my

grandmother’s life. Reflecting on Kulchyski’s (2005, p. 36) observations, I wrote in my

journal, Children have short attention spans with the video games and television that are

widely available. The thrill of listening to an Elder telling stories does not seem to have the

same appeal as it once did.

Young children have a natural curiosity about certain things. Some are more curious and

open minded than others. This, too, I think comes with practice. If children do not learn to

stop, sit, and listen fully to stories from Elders, knowledge keepers, and family members,

they cannot learn to listen mindfully. Restlessness can be a result of lack of mindful listening

skills. Without developing a curiosity about listening and learning from stories, children can

miss the connection, cultural knowledge, and pleasure that can come from listening to

teaching stories.

Finally, there is a Dene Law about listening to Elder stories and the responsibility Elders

have for passing on Dene teachings.

Law #7 - Elders should gather each day to teach the laws. Elders must teach children

to be good citizens and to act like human beings. Elders must tell stories about the

past each day because stories shape behaviour and attitudes. Through stories about
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mistakes made in the past and present, Elders can prevent people from making

mistakes in the future.” (Blondin, 1996, p. 8)

Yet, there remains a disconnect with the children and the Elders. Children spend so much

of their time now in school, where Elders are not often present. While our educational

systems are built to help educate the children, the community and their wisdom are not

always taken into account. Castellano et al. (2000) speak of the challenges of institutional

education systems in remote areas in addressing the needs of the people.

Once they are established, large institutions are very difficult to change. Our present

education system in the remote areas is doubly disadvantaged. We are using a

degraded copy of a system that not only does not address our needs as a people, but

that no longer adequately addresses those of its own people. We have no choice but

to find our own way. This does not mean that we should ignore the educational

methods and accomplishments of the South. There is no point in reinventing the

wheel if a wheel is called for. However, we must be able to assemble the parts into a

whole that meets our needs. To do this we must have a clear sense of what our needs

are, and we must understand learning and instructional design well enough to be able

to choose and build with the best educational “parts,” wherever in the world they can

be found.

In Aboriginal culture our Elders are our source of wisdom. They have a long-term

view of things and a deep understanding of the cycles and changes of life…So it was

natural for us to respect the newcomers who seemed to know how to survive and

how to make their organizations work. Their power looked like wisdom. But because

we did not understand their manner of survival, their organizations, and what was

involved in running them, we could not really know whether they were wise.

(Castellano et al., 2000, p. 119)
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Schools have their set curriculum and activities that the teachers are required to teach. We are

told to incorporate the Dene culture but are not shown or taught how. We are told that Elder

presence is important but we do not know who to reach out to or how to connect with them.

The Indigenous Language Teachers can only do so much with their teaching responsibilities.

There is more need for support. This is the disconnect. Yet, these Elder stories are necessary

to the survival of the Dene culture. Castellano (2000) explains the importance of stories and

who tells them.

Stories, like language, embody culture. Stories of the sacred, of the past, and of

everyday life are all part of the ongoing unfolding of a cultural map. But which

stories are told and how, who tells them, who hears them, and the language and

location of their speaking also reflect fundamental processes of control and power

relations between Aboriginal peoples and the larger Canadian society…But in many

parts of Canada, Aboriginal peoples no longer speak their language. Where English

and French have become common, the focus is on making sure that Aboriginal

stories are not only told, but are told by Aboriginal people. (Castellano et al., 2000, p.

27)

I reflected on Castellano’s thoughts on story telling, wondering how I fit in and what my role

in bridging the gap should be.

There should be a Dene or Metis person telling the stories to the youth. However,

maybe the extra reinforcement coming from a white educator, incorporating different

parts of their culture shows that other people are interested and want to further

encourage the learning of their culture. I don’t know what the right thing to do is.

Mindful Listening Summary

The topic of ‘Mindful Listening’ is taught in the Mindful School curriculum by focusing

one’s attention to the sound of the bell, as well as other sounds in the classroom environment,
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outside in nature, or within your body, for example the sound of your breath. All of these are

tools to help train one’s attention on one thing for an extended period of time. Listening to

others is also a powerful tool. Dene culture is an oral culture. Elder’s stories contain a wealth

of knowledge for children about how to be good people, behaviours, attitudes, and prevention

of mistakes in the future. Elder stories also contain important information about culture,

language and history. Yet, many Elders share that youth don’t listen as they once did.

Children spend a lot of time in school, away from the influences of Elders.

Theme 3: Listening is a cultural learning modality that has been impacted by

colonization, and listening to Elders can enhance both mindful listening and cultural

connections.

Mindfulness of Breath

We must learn how to control ourselves, and need to have a sense of control in our

life. There is a lot of happiness in staying sober which I didn’t know. We need order

in our lives, it makes life more manageable. We need to have respect, share and care

for one another. If you want to live happy, you have to take the right step.

Disciplining ourselves is the main key to living a sober life and we learn to trust

ourselves with love and care. When we focus on important things, such as connecting

our mind, body and spirit, we will not lose sight of ourselves. Barty Kotchile, Fort

Good Hope ((Andrew et al., 2017, p. 26)

Mindfulness of breath is paying attention to one’s breath. This is a common tool in

mindfulness to help bring one’s attention to the present moment instead of worry about the

past or the future. Breath is a constant in our life, something we can use anytime anywhere to

try to re-focus our mind. It is our life-force, or spirit. Without breath, we would not be alive.

In my journal, I wrote,
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There are not many examples in the literature of being mindful of one’s breath. Yet,

this a large part of the teachings and effectiveness of the mindfulness curriculum.

Every lesson begins with mindfulness of breath. Additional lessons on different types

of mindfulness of breath can be excellent tools for not reacting to a certain situation,

or calming the mind. The ones I found most effective for the children, and myself are

labeling thoughts, breathing in, breathing out, putting a hand on your belly as an

anchor, or counting breaths to ten and then starting again.

The Mindful Schools curriculum (2014) teaches several techniques of how to focus on

one’s breath. One that we often used in class, and one that I use for myself is to label your

breaths to help stay focused on the breath.

In a moment, I’m going to breathe in. When you see me breathing in, you will say

quietly, but out loud, “breathing in.” And when I’m breathing out, you will say

“breathing out.” … That’s exactly what you are going to do with your own breath.

The only difference is you are going to say those anchor words in your mind, silently.

(Mindful Schools, 2014, p. 17-18).

Another helpful technique that I use to help me fall asleep when my mind is racing is

counting my breaths to ten. When you reach ten breaths, you start again at one. One

important thing to remember is that it’s OK and normal if your mind wanders off. Just start

counting again at one.

Voices from the North

The one reference I found that directly talked about breathing was Bren Kolson’s

(2009) experience on the Barrenlands in her book “Myth of the Barrens: One Aboriginal

Woman’s Journey Through the Barren Lands of Canada”. Kolson, a Metis woman, lived on

the land, east of Yellowknife for several months at time with a Dene Elder and a white

trapper. I wrote in my journal,
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It paints a thorough picture of what life on the land entails. Kolson describes the day

to day life and chores of hauling wood and water, cooking over a woodstove, hunting,

trapping, fishing, scraping, stretching and tanning hides, picking berries and

preserving food such as dry meat. The narrative embeds culture through the tasks

that happen everyday.

Kolson accounts her experience of travelling on the Barrenlands, tied up in the sleigh behind

a dog team, “I did not ask to be removed from the sleigh. I endured, as my eyes sensed and

nose breathed the unseen ink of blackness. I breathed in and out, in and out of the frosted

scarves. The temperature was well below -45F.” (Kolson, 2009, p. 15). I can only imagine the

focused attention on one’s breath needed to maintain calm while tied up in a sleigh, travelling

in the dead of winter, unable to move much except to try to wiggle your toes to stay warm. I

certainly would feel very claustrophobic and anxious to be in such a situation. In my journal,

I reflected,

This focused attention on one thing is what the curriculum says can help bring us

back to the present moment, become aware of what is really going on in our body,

mind and heart. When we are more able to connect with what is going on inside

ourselves, we can better empathize and connect with how someone else is feeling.

This is the root of showing kindness and respect to other people. I always say to my

students, “Treat others as you wish to be treated.” If one is so disconnected to how

they are feeling in their body and heart and the thoughts in their head, how can they

possibly connect to what someone else might be feeling and act or speak accordingly

so as to not harm the other person?

Similarly, Florence Barnaby from Fort Good Hope, NT connects to this same sense of

empathy while talking about her Dene culture,
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We are at the edge of losing our culture and have lost some parts of it already.

Community members have to think of our future generation…Our traditional values

talk about love, respect, sharing and honesty. Respect for old people, others and

yourself. We were taught by the whole community, especially our parents and Elders,

Treat others the way you want to be treated, with respect and love. (Andrew et al.,

2017, p. 28)

When we can quiet our minds, sometimes we are better able to feel our heart and what it

has to tell us. This quiet awareness and openness aligns with the teachings of Elders to treat

one another kindly and with respect. The closest I came in my readings to a form of breath

meditation are saying the rosary. I reflected from my readings,

I suppose, this topic is one of my limitations. Talking to Elders about this, may have

led me to some insights about this or practices that the Dene use but are not shared

about in books. I would not doubt that there is something like this. Many Dene are

very religious, as I cannot comprehend due to the effects of colonization. However, I

guess that many of the teachings in the Bible are the same as the Dene Laws. Saying

a rosary is a form of meditation, a repeated mantra to focus the mind and bring

acceptance and gratitude to life, and ask for spiritual guidance.

I do understand that there are stories and understandings that are not to be shared with others,

except in particular circumstances. However, preparing students to open their hearts may also

prepare them to connect with teachings of their Elders.

While mindfulness is secular and not of any one particular religion, sometimes it can be

helpful to tie these things together to help people make connections. Spirit can be present in

many things. Breath can be seen as the spirit alive within us. Spirit can also be found within

ceremonies and messages from nature. Joe Bernarde from Tulita, NT, explained the

importance of praying and spirituality and asking for guidance.



58

Even when they travelled in the bush, before moving camp in the morning, they

prayed. Sometimes, if they were in a hurry, they would do 20 or 30 rosaries and then

leave. And in the evening, before going to bed, people prayed. When we were

travelling and stopped for lunch our people would have a fire feeding ceremony

asking for spiritual guidance and help. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 130-131)

Moreover, Addy Tobac from Fort Good Hope speaks about praying, too.

Pray a lot. It does not matter how you do it. It could be through music or through

working with art or talking. You need to learn how to live out on the land, working

on wood, studying animals and plants. That’s prayers. Today, people think you have

to go to the church to pray, but it does not have to be like that. It’s a good place to

start though. I do not see young people in church, but even though we do not see

them, I am hoping they are praying in their own way. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 19)

Reflecting on praying, I wrote in my journal,

I also really like how she [Addy Tobac] explains the different forms of prayers,

which can also be viewed as different forms of meditation. For example, I find

sewing and knitting very rhythmic, meditative and relaxing. Praying can mean many

different things: for example expressing gratitude, looking for guidance, sending well

wishes to others.

Mindfulness of Breath Summary

The ‘Mindfulness of Breath’ lessons encourage students to focus their attention on their

breath by labeling thoughts or breathing, using an anchor where you notice your breath the

most in your body, or counting breaths to ten. The breath brings us back to the present

moment and to what is happening in our mind and body. This connection to self helps to

quiet the mind and develop a sense of empathy, in order to connect with others. Focus on the

breath can also help to calm worry, anxious feelings, or other physical or mental stressors.
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Dene knowledge and Elder teachings suggest that prayer and connection to the spirits is a

way to ask for spiritual guidance. Elders share that prayer can take place through saying the

rosary, music, art, talking, studying plants and animals, or even working with wood. This

focused attention on plants and animals develops a connection to the land.

Theme 4: Connection to spirit through prayer or activities on the land can utilize

mindful breathing for awareness, connection, and calming.

Heartfulness

“We teach what we know as an act of love. – Annie” (Castellano et al., 2000, p. 156)

Heartfulness is a topic that had many connections to Dene teachings. The teachings

related to the heart, such as love, happiness, compassion, kindness and respect, can be used to

describe heartfulness. These things make our heart feel full and happy. Reflecting on my job

as a teacher, heartfulness always feels like one of the most important aspects of teaching. One

cannot teach without first building a relationship with the student. One cannot have a

relationship with a student if a teacher cannot find a little piece in the student’s heart to

connect with. In my journal, I wrote, Often, I viewed my role as primarily to teach children

how to self-regulate and get along with one another. I felt that, if the child felt safe and loved

in my classroom, my job was done. Teaching curriculum seemed secondary. Teaching

emotional regulation and how to treat one another is something that comes up everyday when

managing my class. We are emotional beings, always yearning to connect to one another.

When I first moved north, I attended a teacher conference specifically for teachers new to

the NWT. When discussing the challenges in northern communities that we may face with

our students, the acronym H.A.L.T. was shared that always stuck with me. When one is not

mentally stable they cannot do any learning. We must first HALT. No student can learn when

they are Hungry, Angry, Lonely, or Tired. The same goes for teachers. We cannot effectively

educate when we are any one of those things either. The acronym was first developed for
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counselors and help with recovery from addiction (Melemis, 2015). H.A.L.T. has also been

tied into mindfulness practices to help addicts increase their awareness of how the prefrontal

cortex is not as effective at demonstrating restraint or making the best decisions when it is

fatigued (Brewer and Pbert, 2015). This increased awareness of our bodies’ needs and

emotions can help recognition of what it needs, as well as to build individual’s mindfulness.

In the Mindful Schools (2014) curriculum, one of the heartfulness lessons centers around

sending kind thoughts to ourselves and others. First, the students are asked to visualize

someone who makes them happy when they see them and to imagine that person happy, calm,

and peaceful. “Now, we are going to send kind thoughts to that person. First, let your heart

fill up with kindness, so full that it’s about to burst. Now, take all that kindness and let’s send

the thoughts together.” (Mindful Schools, 2014, p. 12). Next, a few short affirmations are

repeated. After this activity, students are asked to send kind thoughts to themselves using

similar affirmations. “May I be healthy and strong. May I be happy. May I be peaceful.”

(Mindful Schools, 2014, p. 12).

In further lessons in the K-5 curriculum, students are read two scenarios on the

playground involving bullying and how to treat friends kindly. In my experience, students

inherently know what the right thing to do is, but do not always act as such in the moment. In

the Mindful Schools Adolescent curriculum (2015, p. 10), there is a lesson on responding

versus reacting. The lesson teaches how if we have a small mindful pause to think about how

we are feeling, where we feel it in our body and try to empathize how the other person is

feeling, then we can more easily respond to a situation instead of reacting to it in a way which

we might later regret. “So, when we practice mindfulness we are cultivating this ability to

observe a situation, or emotion - anger, fear, jealousy, sadness. When you can observe these

things, you begin to know them and respond to them differently.” (Mindful Schools, 2015, p.
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10). After having taught these concepts explicitly, it is something I now can refer to my

students and they better understand what I am talking about.

The Hidden Curriculum and Heartfulness

Castellano et al. (2000, pp. 124-125) explores the concept of the hidden curriculum and

how this affects students’ behaviour and subsequent life path.

What the students learn from the education program is, however, only a small part of

what they learn. It is, in fact, the part that is often forgotten within a short time after

it is learned. What is not forgotten is what is learned about one’s identity and role,

and the identity and role of others in the program. How people treat each other and

their environment, and the attitudes, values and feelings that are encountered are also

not forgotten. This is what is sometimes called the hidden curriculum because people

experience these things without realizing how much they are learning. (Castellano et

al., 2000, pp. 124-125)

The hidden curriculum are the everyday teachings that occur in a school, explicitly or

implicitly. I think, when we can consciously, explicitly talk about the importance of how

people treat one another and the difference it makes, it becomes more real and tangible for

the students. For example, our school celebrates Pink Shirt Day, an anti-bullying campaign. If

we can discuss as a school what treating one another kindly and standing up to bullies means,

it reveals the hidden curriculum, making our responsibility to one another explicit. Castellano

et al. (2000) continues, explaining what can impact the hidden curriculum, and the outcomes

it can have on students.

The hidden curriculum is learned in the playgrounds and in the hallways. It is learned

from the way the teacher manages student behaviour and from the way the desks are

arranged. It is learned through the attitudes of parents and other community members

about the school and it is these very things, learned through the hidden curriculum,
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that are likely to influence a person’s identity, sense of worth and view of the world.

These factors will have a direct connection with later or concurrent alcohol and drug

abuse. (Castellano et al., 2000, pp. 124-125)

In my journal, I reflected on the hidden curriculum.

This hidden curriculum is something I often think about. I care more about how

people treat each other, and themself, than what they learn. Students will remember

how you made them feel, not the information we taught them. Shouldn’t our main

focus be to treat children kindly and teach them to be kind to one another?

Regardless of what course or age group I am teaching, it seems like every day there

is a focus on teaching heartfulness and kindness. Should we not have this as core

curricular outcomes instead of something every teacher does behind the scenes? It

would seem crazy if this is not a common goal among parents and community

members also. Everyone wants be treated with kindness and respect, and wants

children to grow up to show these traits as well. We teach empathy in school every

day as we break up fights and soothe students that had something unkind happen to

them because, often, someone else was mindless and did not stop to think how

someone might feel from their words or actions.

Voices of Elders

The heartfulness aspect of mindfulness seems to resonate very strongly with many Dene

teachings and Dene Laws. Many of the Elders talk about love and respect and how everyone

used to get along harmoniously. For example, Florence Barnaby from Fort Good Hope shares

her teachings on love and respect.

We are at the edge of losing our culture and have lost some parts of it already.

Community members have to think of our future generation…Our traditional values

talk about love, respect, sharing and honesty. Respect for old people, others and
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yourself. We were taught by the whole community, especially our parents and Elders,

Treat others the way you want to be treated, with respect and love. (Andrew et al.,

2017, p. 28)

Addy Tobac from Fort Good Hope talks about how heartfulness is something that needs to be

worked on; it doesn’t just happen naturally.

Also, keep yourself grounded by learning the values and tradition from the ways our

ancestors lived. The young people need self-control, patience, tolerance, kindness

and sharing. The young people (and other members of the community) need to find

work; things just don’t fall into people’s laps. You have to make the effort. People

need to be motivated. I know there is peer pressures but you can make good choices;

you have all this strength in you. That’s how we are taught. (Andrew et al., 2017, p.

19)

Barty Kotchile from Fort Good Hope also expressed similar views of the need for work,

discipline, respect, generosity and caring for one another in order to lead a happy, loving life.

We must learn how to control ourselves, and need to have a sense of control in our

life. There is a lot of happiness in staying sober which I didn’t know. We need order

in our lives, it makes life more manageable. We need to have respect, share and care

for one another. If you want to live happy, you have to take the right step.

Disciplining ourselves is the main key to living a sober life and we learn to trust

ourselves with love and care. When we focus on important things, such as connecting

our mind, body and spirit, we will not lose sight of ourselves. (Andrew et al., 2017,

p.26)

Barty Kotchile speaks of being kind to ourselves, which is something that can be a challenge,

but is possible when we focus our attention on this. I wonder what he means exactly by

connecting our mind, body and spirit. How is this done?
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Additionally, some Elders spoke of things that I have believed true in my life and that

I try to live by. For example, Rosemary Lennie from Fort Good Hope speaks of consequences

of our actions, what I consider karma. (Italics are my own.)

I enjoyed living out on the land, at fish camp, where there are no worries. I enjoy

working on moose hide. People used to love and care for each other. They used to

live in harmony. Long time ago there was no hate. After alcohol was brought into

town, everything changed. I want to tell the youth to keep out of trouble. Today there

is a lot of violence, so the young people are brought up with different culture. We are

all unique. We have to learn to respect and to love each other. You have to love one

another. Whatever you do to others, you will get it back. What goes around, comes

around. Each day give them good words they will never forget. Tell them to pray a

lot for change. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 46)

It is always heartbreaking to be a witness of violence and trauma. Due to the challenges,

trauma, and changes from colonization, Rosemary Lennie speaks of how people used to

always love one another. Now, it seems like something we have to work at more. In my

classes, we talk often about the importance of respecting people’s differences and the need

for learning how to get along with everyone.

Florence Barnaby, from Fort Good Hope, talks about teachings that are similar to the

‘golden rule’: Do unto others as you would have done unto yourself. “Our traditional values

talk about love, respect, sharing and honesty. Respect for old people, others and yourself. We

were taught by the whole community, especially our parents and Elders, Treat others the way

you want to be treated, with respect and love” (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 28). This is something

I think about every day and mention the importance of when I see students doing things that

are kind, respectful, and caring to one another. A value of the mindfulness curriculum is to

help remind students to be kind and caring to themselves first, and then notice how they
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behave “heartfully or hurtfully” to others, before finally extending heartfulness to others.

When we increase our mindfulness and awareness of how our actions impact others, we can

treat people with more love and respect.

Reflections on Heartfulness

One of the challenges I have experienced in the North is trying to engage students into

activities through extra-curricular activities. Mental health is a challenge for many people in

the north, especially considering that there are not very many things for the youth to do.

Teachers, myself included, try their best to reach out, build relationships and connect to

students by provide activities where they might succeed or find a new hobby. Yet, it can be

hard to maintain commitment. In my journal, I reflected,

It’s hard to see how people are handed so many things here that they lose the

motivation to work and don’t see the value of things. For example, when kids are

provided all their own school supplies, or equipment and coaching for free for sports

like skiing or hockey, they don’t always commit to it. I became frustrated with my

students when I was trying to run a sewing club, which I had found funding to buy

sewing machines and supplies for, and volunteered my time to teach. I felt hurt and

disrespected by the student behaviour and when they stopped attending. It was not in

my interest to seek kids out and hunt them down to ask them if they were coming, or

where they were if they didn’t come. What do students need to feel or experience in

order to value gratitude and commitment?

Another important trait is forgiveness. I have learned over my life that when you hold

onto resentments, the person that it hurts the most is yourself. The hatred fills your soul and

makes you deeply unhappy. I remember when I was misled by a friend and it took me a long

time to let it go. It ended up hurting me more and for longer than if I had tried to accept it as
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it was and not control the situation. I feel like I have come a long way in this regard since

moving here.

Dene Kede and Heartfulness

Jonas Kakfwi, from Fort Good Hope, shares, “There is always time for love,

forgiveness and respect. Forgiveness is happiness. Love is something so special, it makes

your body alive and happy. Respect each other” (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 49).

Often in school, when one student is mean to another, I try to remind them that ‘hurt

people hurt people’. Although it is not fair or right, people often take out their hurt, anger,

sadness, or other negative feelings on other people. It is up to us to try to learn that the action

is not about us, it is not intended to hurt us (most of the time). Yes, kids can be cruel and

vindictive sometimes but I don’t think that is in anyone’s true nature. We’re always doing the

best we can with the cards we’re dealt. If we can manage it, the most loving thing to do is to

be patient and kind. Elder Leonie Orlias, from Fort Good Hope, noted, “Even when a person

is negative towards others, be nice to them and look at them in a good way. Sometimes it

shows when you think bad about people, so be nice to everybody” (Andrew et al., 2017, p.

69).

The Elders say to be happy at all times, but I wonder if people know how or even

what that means. When I think of my happiest moments, I was with people I love, usually out

in nature. Even if I am in a sour mood, it is up to me to put that aside and put on a smile. That

is my role as a teacher and as a good person. It does nobody any good if I go around with a

frown, complaining about my life and everything around me.

A few Elders spoke about how today everyone is always in a rush. I can sympathize

with that. I never find enough time to do everything I want to do. However, I know I am

happiest when I keep busy. When there is too much, it creates unnecessary stress but a certain

amount keeps me productive and the ball rolling. We should always make time for play. Joe
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Bernarde, from Tulita, spoke about not taking life too seriously, and the importance of

laughter.

Our people in the past, even if they worked hard, they seemed relaxed and happy.

When they were trekking people would stop for lunch and they told jokes and teased

and laughed. In the springtime, people trekking on trails saw a squirrel climbing a

tree and they put their backpacks down and started playing with the squirrel, just

chasing it from tree to tree. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 130)

Additionally, In the book of Elder wisdom about the Sahtu, The Sahtuotine Long Ago: Book

Two, Vandermeer et al (1991) shared, “Too often in those days, young children were taken by

disease or starvation. It was no wonder that those who survived were much loved and seldom

scolded. The Sahtuotine usually relied upon laughter for discipline” (p. 18).

Another trait that goes with heartfulness is honesty. Honesty is one of the most

important traits in my life. I have a hard time being dishonest. It is unnatural to me. I have

nothing to hide. Dishonesty breaks trust.

Maurice Mendo, from Tulita, speaks of how honesty is an important value for the

Dene people,

We should teach our children the way of the Dene people, and everything about the

environment, animals, health, honesty, athleticism, and how to search and find the

Dene medicine place of powers. Our people in the past were the most honest people

that I knew. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 141)

Finally, the Dene Laws also follow all of these things that the Elders have spoken

about. Blondin (1996, p. 8) lists the Dene Laws that apply to heartfulness:

Law #3 - Love each other as much as possible.

Law #4 - Do not harm people with your actions.

Law #5 - Be polite. Do not use words which hurt people.
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Law #6 - When children start to talk, parents are to teach them to be good citizens, to

love one another, and to use medicine power only to help people in need. (Blondin,

1996, p. 8).

Moreover, the Dene Kede curriculum supports the teachings of heartfulness as well in the

general expectations.

In their relationships with themselves, students are expected to, with the aid of the

Dene Language: work to maintain integrity in relationships; know and respect

themselves; maintain humility; [and] be aware of how their own behaviour affects

others. (NWT Education, Culture and Employment 1, 1993, p. 5)

Heartfulness Summary

The topic of ‘Heartfulness’ includes the concepts of love, happiness, compassion,

kindness, respect, honesty, forgiveness, and laughter. Heartfulness is an important aspect of

building and maintaining relationships with and between students. With focused attention on

heartfulness, self-regulation, emotional-regulation, and self-esteem can be improved. From a

teacher’s perspective, classroom management also becomes easier when you can connect to

students’ hearts. Heartfulness is taught in the Mindful Schools curriculum by sending kind

thoughts to one self, as well as to others through the use of positive affirmations. Another

lesson provides scenarios in which students can visualize the difference between responding

and reacting, and how with more heartfulness and empathy we can choose to respond to

situations leading to better outcomes. Attention to the hidden curriculum provides a reminder

that how we treat one another and set up the school environment impacts people’s identity,

sense of worth, and mental health. Dene teachings also incorporate all of these aspects of

Heartfulness, through Elder stories and the Dene Laws. Taking care of one another is how the

Dene people have survived for thousands of years.
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Theme 5: Connections through heartfulness with oneself and others can attend to

pro-social connections and positive self-concept.

Mindfulness of Emotions

When we were small and we did something wrong we felt really bad about our

actions. That is the way it was. In the past, our ancestors told us how to look after

ourselves plus there was no instance of abuse. Our parents told us to listen to good

messages from people and to help Elders who asked for help. Joe Bernarde, Tulita

(Andrew et al., 2017, p. 130-131)

Mindfulness of emotions is similar to ‘Heartfulness’ but incorporates the whole

spectrum of emotions that humans may feel. Becoming mindful of our emotions and learning

to communicate them is lifelong learning. Our emotions are often changing throughout the

days and seasons. It serves us if we can learn to pay attention to them. Two programs that I

have used for myself and with my students, Starling Mind and Smiling Mind, ask questions

about your mental wellness. Both programs ask if you are able to recognize the emotions you

are feeling. Reflecting on my use of these programs, I wrote,

I used to bottle my emotions but I realized it makes me feel better to share them. Also,

I think it takes a lot more strength to share them than to hide them away. I share this

with my kids, and we talk often about empathy. Treat others how you wish to be

treated. I tell them, think how you would feel if someone else had done or said

something like that to you. If it feels crummy, then don’t do it! Think before you act.

Mindfulness of emotions, and learning to regulate one’s emotions takes practice. No

one is perfect, but the more we practice noticing our emotions and where we feel them in our

body, they have less of an impact on our actions. It is not fair to take out of emotions onto

other people, although it seems to happen all the time. Reflecting on a conflict I had where I

felt that someone’s actions were unfair and mean, I wrote, Some people are violent with their
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words and don’t think before they speak. I am no angel, but I try my very best not to act out

to others when I know it could hurt their feelings. I understand that everyone is doing the best

with what they have and we all have hard days.

Cecile Ayah from Tulita talked about the importance of watching what we say,

Our language, our mouth, is small but if you do not control your mouth, it could be a

scary thing. If we hurt someone by force, hit him with a stick, it can heal. But what

we say with our mouth is a done deal. When we hurt people with our mouth, they

will carry this hurtful feeling with them for the rest of their life. (Andrew et al., 2017,

p. 99)

I continued to reflect on this in my journal, Perhaps I should be more careful with my

students. I speak sternly sometimes as nothing else can get their attention. I know they are

delicate and confused and learning to become good people, but they will always remember

how others made them feel. Baptise Sahe from Fort Good Hope also talked about the

importance of how we speak to children, “Talk kindly to your children, with love and respect.

If you talk to them nicely, they will listen to you.” (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 80)

The Mindful School (2014) curriculum instructs, “Raise your hand if you have ever said

something and then right away wish you could take it back? Raise your hand if you have ever

hit or pushed someone, or broken something out of anger and then later wish you hadn’t done

it? Mindfulness helps us to create space between a strong emotion and our action.” (Mindful

Schools, 2014, p. 31). The curriculum explains how when we are more aware of our emotions,

such as anger, “mindfulness creates space so we can make a different decision.” It is also

suggested to try anchor words like, “angry, angry”, “worried, worried”, or “excited, excited”

to help us put words to our emotions so we can better express them without hurting other

people.



71

The Mindful Schools (2015) adolescent curriculum instructs students to listen to a list of

emotions and notice where they feel them in their body. The lesson continues to explain how

our mind can be like a blow-up punching bag when we are hit with a strong emotion.

When you punch them they fall all the way down to the ground and then pop back up

and wobble back and forth for a long time until finally they become still

again…When we develop mindfulness, that punching bag gets hit, but it no longer

gets hit to the ground. It is stronger and it only gets pushed a little off to the left or

right. And, because it hasn’t fallen so far, it comes back to the center more quickly.

(Mindful Schools, 2015, p. 7).

This powerful analogy provides a visual example of what can happen with strong emotions.

Yet, with practice we are better able to recognize and regulate our emotions. Another lesson

later in the curriculum helps students further work on their emotional regulation and reaction

to their emotions. In a lesson called “Pleasant/Unpleasant” (Mindful Schools, 2015, p. 20) a

list of situations is described. First, the students are asked to “imagine how you would

feel…imagine as much detail as you can.” The second time, students are asked to “only

identify each thing as either pleasant or unpleasant.” The point is made that “if we can really

stop at identifying pleasant or unpleasant, we have lessened our reaction to it. It can’t get a

hold of us in the same way.” While the concept seems clear, to do this in real life is not

always as straight-forward or easy, yet I believe it to be a valuable goal to work towards.

Voices of Elders

Alphonsine McNeely from Fort Good Hope speaks about the importance of being

mindful of how we speak for how it impacts other people and the whole community through

an inspiring story,

After many years of alcohol abuse, I went for treatment at High Level, and I have

gone through many after care programs and healing. I got a different outlook on life
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today that is very positive. We need to laugh and we need a good sense of humor and

to treat one another the way you like to be treated. There is no need for gossiping,

putting one another down, and hurting one another because it can tear the whole

community apart. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 60)

Even after hardships, the Dene are strong, resilient and have a positive outlook on life. As I

reflected on this, I thought about another lesson in the Mindful Schools curriculum and

worried about youth,

If we are aware of our emotions then we can take positive actions to do the things

that make us feel better. There is one lesson in the Mindful Schools curriculum that

does just this. It’s a visualization activity where the students are asked to think of

things that make them happy and visualize themselves doing those things, or talking

to those people. When we learn the healthy things that make us feel better, we can

learn to respond rather than react to situations and have healthy coping mechanisms.

I worry about kids getting caught up in harmful activities like alcohol, drugs, and

cutting because they don’t know any other way to feel better. It saddens my heart. I

hope I can help them find another way. The best way out is through! Sometimes it

hurts and sucks, but if we can learn to sit with and accept the discomfort it will

diminish. If we avoid emotions or dealing with them in a healthy way, they’ll come

back worse to haunt us later.

My friends used to describe me as stoic but I have learned, and am still learning to share

my emotions. I reflected in my journal,

I used to bottle my emotions but I realized it makes me feel better to share them. Also,

I think it takes a lot more strength to share them to hide them away. I share this with

my kids, and we talk often about empathy. Treat others how you wish to be treated. I
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tell them, think how you would feel if someone else had done or said something like

that to you. If it feels crummy, then don’t do it! Think before you act.

As a teacher, modelling is a strong way to teach. Actions speak louder than words. If I

can share my emotions with my students and my colleagues around the children, when

appropriate, it demonstrates how one can share their feelings without hurting others.

In the bush, it is especially important to share your feelings, emotions and limits with

others. Alfred Masuzumi from Fort Good Hope explains how on the land, if you’re feeling

sick, it puts everybody at risk to keep pushing forward. “Up here, we tell the truth to each

other. You lie and you die. There are only two rules in the bush: number one is to tell the

absolute truth about how one feels physically and emotionally and number two is to eat as

much as one can when food is available” (Andrew et al., 2017, p.63). On the land, sharing

your feelings is a matter of life or death.

Mindfulness of Emotions Summary

‘Mindfulness of Emotions’ encourages a focused awareness and acceptance of the

wide spectrum of emotions that people feel. The Mindful Schools curriculum instructs

students to notice emotions in the body, to label emotions and to try see them as either

pleasant or unpleasant in order to lessen the impacts strong emotions might have on us,

allowing us to respond rather than to react. Another lesson attempts visualization of things

that make you happy to lessen the effect of strong emotions and change our outlook. Pausing

before you speak or act can create moments for awareness to one’s emotions and build a

sense of empathy with others.

There are many connections to the topic of ‘Heartfulness’ and empathy, in which

Elders speak of treating others as you wish to be treated, with love, kindness, and respect.

Elders also warn against using hurtful words which may tear the community apart, and

suggest using laughter and humour to help every one feel happy. On the land, truth and
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honesty are extremely important as they are crucial to survival; you lie and you die.

Emotional resilience and self-regulation are very important when dealing with

intergenerational trauma from Residential School. Mindful awareness of emotions can help

encourage healthy coping strategies.

Theme 6: Happiness, healing, and connections to self and others can be strengthened

by emotional self-awareness, honesty, and laughter, and may aid in reducing conflict through

mindfulness of emotion.

Generosity

In the areas where Doayee [Medicine Man] stayed during his life the people talked a

lot about how this man helped those in need. He visited the sick people and if he

could do something to make a person better he would do it. He helped in all kinds of

ways. He was a wonderful, good-hearted person. People never forgot this man.

People wondered why he gave so much stuff away for nothing. The supplies cost a

lot of money, yet, he gave them away to people, never asking for anything in return.

(Blondin, 1996, pp. 26)

Generosity is a well-documented and apparent trait of the Dene from my experience.

Although it fits within the concept of heartfulness, it is also addressed in the Mindful Schools

curriculum as a separate topic, likely because of its importance. This last year with

COVID-19 has been different than normal, but usually “sharing is caring” is an important

motto in my classroom. It has been especially strange this year when we have to ask students

not to share their erasers when one is lost or forgotten, or to not share your snack when

someone does not have one.

In the Mindful Schools curriculum for K-5 (2014), the generosity lesson includes a series

of images and examples of generosity for the students to visualize. “Do you know what

happens when we are generous? Our hearts get very happy. Generosity or giving doesn’t
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have to be with money or big things. We can be generous in very small ways” (p. 19).

Examples from the curriculum include holding the door for someone, stopping to help

someone pick up their spilled pencil crayons, or giving someone a compliment.

Experiences with Generosity

From my experience, the Dene people are extremely generous. A couple years ago, I was

gifted with a whole caribou leg from a successful hunt. In order to teach mindfulness to the

elementary classes, I was provided with a colleague’s class time. George Barnaby from Fort

Good Hope speaks about how generosity helped the Dene people survive for thousands of

years,

Long ago, before the epidemic came and wiped out lots of people, the population was

high. The population went down to 250, but there used to be thousands of people.

There were a lot of people from Colville Lake and Mountain area. There was never

only this much people. We lived on trapping, hunting and fishing with dogteams

those days, we had to help each other. We have been here for thousands of years.

My message to the youth is to listen to Elders and learn the laws of the Dene to live

good together. They call it Dene law because it tells us about sharing, respecting each

other, being kind to each other and helping each other. This is what kept the people

together for thousands of years. The real traditional way is interesting because we

live like a big family. I would like to tell the youth to live the Dene way. If we don’t

do that, then we are going to fall apart. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 32)

Without people sharing and helping one another, I can imagine it would have been very hard

to survive in this cold, harsh land. Many other Elders speak about the importance of sharing,

helping, and being generous. Jane Horassi from Tulita spoke of how sharing food was

essential to the survival of the Dene people.
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My White Hair Granny told me that the Shúhtaot’ine used to bring a lot of dried

meat and fresh meat to Tulit’a by mooseskin boat and they fed everyone in Tulit’a. I

remember that I saw a bag of dried meat in a washed old flour sack and people used

to take it home that way; they had no plastic bags. People really helped each other.

(Andrew et al., 2017, p. 125)

Ernestine Lennie from Tulita shares the importance of helping the Elders,

Our people always said that we must not walk past Ehtsi and Ethse. If you have

nothing to say to the Elders then maybe you should think about helping them, like

getting water for them. Because someday you will be in the same situation and

people will want to help you. (Andrew et al., 2017, p.115)

Finally, John Cotchilly from Fort Good Hope also suggests that helping Elders can make

everyone happy. “I would like to tell the youth to acknowledge, respect, and help the Elders

whenever they need help. Help those that require help, ask them if they need help. This will

make Elders and individuals feel happy” (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 45). However, schools often

separate children from Elders, and without spending time together, these opportunities for

generosity can be lost. Some families might live with Elders or see them at family or

community events, but school, especially when Elders are not welcomed in, interrupts the

possibility of spending time together. Children and youth would then have to go visit Elders

on their own initiative, or from the encouragement of their family members, to seek out these

opportunities to spend time with and help Elders.

Rosie Sewi from Deline suggests that youth are not as generous as they once were but

wishes the best for them:

My stepmother taught me things like sewing, tanning caribou hides, praying, helping

one another, and sharing. I’ll never forget those good lessons I learned. Today, the

youth are so different. They don’t know how to pray anymore and they don’t go to
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church. People don’t help each other like they used to, everyone wants to get paid for

what they do. I used to go to the school and teach the girls sewing and other things.

I’m sure they will remember some of the things I taught them. I want our young

people to have a good future. I’m sad when I see them getting into harmful habits

which are not good for them. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 14)

Learning from Elders is unparalleled to any other kind of learning that I have experienced. I

often wish that I put more effort into reaching out to Elders to help them. Any time spent with

Elders, whether or not there are stories or wisdom shared explicitly, is an opportunity for

learning.

There are also many Dene stories that talk about sharing. I reflected in my journal on

the story “The Two Brothers”, told by Blondin (1996, pp. 12-18).

This is a story about a giant bird who learned to pick up people to feed its young.

Two travelling brothers used their medicine powers to help the people. They built a

giant trap over night and killed the birds the next day. They continue on their travels

and come upon a group of people camped by the Arctic Ocean who are starving and

struggling to catch any fish because the ice keeps freezing their holes.

Another Elder story shared by Blondin (1996)is about a very cold winter where people are

starving because the ice is so thick so the people cannot fish.

What you hear on the lake now are boys trying to make holes in the ice using

chisels made of bone and sharpened rock. The ice is so thick nothing is working. It is

getting so bad for the people that there is now a reward. Whoever is able to make a

hole will get to pick a beautiful girl that he wants to be his wife. Even though the

boys are working hard none have been able to make a hole in the ice yet. We are

going to starve. I have only a small piece of fish. You can eat that. That’s all I have

for food,” said the woman. (Blondin, 1996, p. 16)
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Reflecting on the two stories of the Two Brothers and the generosity of the woman’s sharing

the last piece of food that she had, I wrote in my journal,

This story demonstrates the generosity of the Dene people. They always give to

others no matter how little they have themselves. The brothers go on to use thunder

bolts to crack the ice so the people can fish. Each time they [the two brothers] helped,

they were offered wives, but they refused because they wanted to keep travelling.

Sharing is the first Dene Law. Blondin (1996) explains many ways in which one can

share, that were originally taught with the story of Yamoria.

The sharing law is like a tree. There are many branches attached to the central tree or

sharing law.

□ Share all the big game you kill.

□ If you catch more fish than you need, share it with others.

□ Help Elders get firewood and with other heavy work.

□ Help the sick and other people in need to do their work to get food.

□ Share the sorrow with relatives when someone dies, so families do not mourn

alone.

□ Help widows and their children with everything they need.

□ Orphans should be looked after by their parents’ next of kin.

□ The leader of each tribe should help travelers in need who are far from their

homeland.

(p. 8)

The Dene Kede also includes generosity in the curriculum. “In their relationship with

other people, students are expected to, with the aid of the Dene Language: learn from and

respect their Elders, be generous to others, work with others, putting group needs before

personal needs” (NWT Education, Culture & Employment, 1993, p. 5).
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Generosity Summary

The topic of ‘Generosity’ encourages being generous in many ways, big and small. In

the Mindful Schools curriculum, a visualization of sharing, complimenting, and helping

others is used to help students connect to the happiness felt in your heart when you are

generous. In the Dene culture, generosity is the first Dene law, in order to live like a big

family. Generosity, sharing, and helping others is the way the Dene have survived for

thousands of years. The Dene people are extremely generous with sharing food, like caribou,

moose or fish, as well as medicine when people are sick. The Elders suggest for the youth to

help Elders whenever they can because one day they will need help in return.

Theme 7: Generosity, sharing, and helping each other creates happiness and

connection, and enhances personal resilience and strength of culture and traditions.

Mindfulness of Thoughts

Dene Perspective: All the world has laws. There are many thousands of different

animals on this earth and they all have their own laws. When we walk in the bush we

think about all of them. This is how we learn the way of all life and the things we

don't know. (Jimmy B. Rabesca in RaeEdzo, Nov. 1990). (NWT Education, Culture

and Employment 2, 1993, p. xxiii)

Mindfulness of thoughts is being aware of the thoughts in your head. In my

experience with anxiety, depression, and struggling with my mental health during the long,

lonely winters I have spent in the North, I have learned that the thoughts in my head are not

always helpful or true. We all have a choice to whether or not we choose to believe the

thoughts in our head. At times, children can verbalize these negative, destructive thoughts

more than adults do. I had to remind my students the other day that we have a choice.

However, the first step is to learn to notice and to become aware of thoughts. Since moving
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North, I have done a lot of work on this myself. It has really improved my mental health. I

reflected in my journal:

Learning and teaching mindfulness has provided me with the tools to recognize

thoughts but to try not to believe them so I can let them go easier. I have learned

about my thought patterns, what is helpful and what is not. I can catch myself sooner

if I am becoming upset or angry so I can respond instead of react. Teaching, you are

constantly on your toes with the different needs and humans in the classroom.

Having more awareness of my own thoughts helps me to stay calm and ask for more

help when I need it.

One of the teachings in the Mindful Schools (2014) curriculum is that the mind is

constantly jumping from past to present to future. One recommended exercise is to try to be

mindful of your breath and simply label thinking when you notice it.

We will be mindful of our breath for one minute and you will watch to notice if your

mind escapes to the past or the future. When you notice your mind escaping from the

present moment, say “thinking, thinking” in your mind. Then bring your attention

back to your breathing and say “breathing in, breathing out” in your mind. (Mindful

Schools, 2014, p. 22).

The curriculum also teaches trying to let go of unhelpful thoughts.

Sometimes we have thoughts we don’t want to have. By noticing them we can more

easily let go...Sometimes, we have the same thought over and over, even though we

don’t need to. When we are mindful of them and we notice them, we don’t believe

them as much. (Mindful Schools, 2015, pp. 16-17)

Additionally, the curriculum suggests that noticing our thoughts can also be helpful in class

when we realize we are lost in thought when we should be listening to the teacher. When we

notice that, we can come back to listening or the activity.
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Silence, or absence of thoughts, is often incorrectly perceived as the goal of meditation.

Although rare, silence can be a very peaceful feeling when it does happen. Kolson (2009)

spoke of her experience with silence and spiritual contentment:

I concluded silence is an ominous time without action. Silence is a space in time, but

space and time are in the family of silence. Silence cannot be counted by a clock if

no clock is ticking, because silence cannot be calculated without numbers. Who has

calculated silence, except by using words and numbers? Silence absorbs time but

shows no sign of its absorption. Silence has been forever, without sound, taste or

smell and without feeling, emotion or thought. Silence is the essence of still, of hush,

of spiritual contentment. (Kolson, 2009, p. 87)

In my exploration of the literature, there were few examples that talked directly about

noticing one’s thoughts. I reflected about this in my journal,

In my reading, there weren’t many instances where mindfulness of thoughts were

talked about. This is kind of a strange thing to talk about, but something most people

do. Well, I think everyone is aware of their thoughts, but not everybody knows that

they have the choice to believe them, change them, or react to them. This is the

difference.

Voices of Elders

Joe Bernard from Tulita speaks of his experience and thoughts about humility and his

education,

But again, I agree with the school about the importance of getting this input. That is

how I was raised in the bush, I had been taught good bush skills and I have no

education because I did not go to school. But at the same time I am happy about that

because if I went to school and got an education I probably would think that I am

intelligent or smarter than my people. A lot of times I think about this. Even though I
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did not get an education at school, today if I go to live in the bush the Dene way, I

know everything there is to know about the bush and the Dene way of life. It is like it

was written on paper for me. That is the reason why in the past our ancestors raised

us to know our way of life. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 128)

Another example that I found was Kolson’s account of being scared while alone in the cabin

on the Barren Lands and recognizing that her mind and thoughts were playing tricks on her.

I thought I saw a shadow behind the wood stove. “That’s enough,” I said aloud to

hear my voice and to scare anything hiding into submission. “Time to get up and

keep busy so you don’t think about what you were just thinking about. Wash clothes

for the day. Keep busy. (Kolson, 2009, p. 72)

I think this is a common experience when out in nature. Two summers ago, when I

was hiking the Canol Trail, not more than an hour into our three-week hike, my hiking

partner and I came around a corner in the trail and were bluff charged three times by a mama

bear with little cubs behind her. We were terrified but held our ground and slowly backed

away. As we waited for some time to pass before continuing on the trail, we wondered if we

should even bother with the hike and just turn around to go home. We decided not to give up,

but this early bear encounter put us on high alert for the remainder of the hike, always

worrying about another bear attack. Every dark shadow or bear shaped object in the distance

was a mental threat. Our minds certainly played tricks on us but we were determined not to

let them get the better of us.

Frank Pierrot of Fort Good Hope shared his experience with having to stay busy to

prevent his mind from worrying.

I went to the Residential School in Aklavik from 1945 to 1946. When I came back

from [Residential] school, I had to be the provider for my mom. When I was 11 years

old, my dad passed away and right after that I started working as an adult. I grew up
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doing man’s work but I still played with other kids. Because of the way I was raised,

today I can’t sit quiet for very long; I have to keep myself busy. If I sit quiet I start

worrying. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 47)

For me, sitting still is also something I am not very good at. I have had to work at sitting still

during meditation to look at my thoughts so they don’t have as much power over me. Yet, I

can relate to Frank Pierrot. I reflected on his quote:

I am similar to Frank Pierrot. I like to stay busy, but it’s not necessarily to run away

from my thoughts or not let them get the better of me. I am just restless. Perhaps I

think I’m wasting my time if I’m idle. I have spent enough time isolated, while

working alone in a fire lookout that I know I am happier when I keep busier. To

control the monkey in my mind, I learned to keep busy. I have always been this way,

and have always been a driven, goal-oriented person with many goals. This keeps me

moving forward.

I reflected on how I have learned to better observe my thought patterns. This has greatly

improved my mental health and has helped me become a better teacher.

Mindfulness of Thought Summary

In ‘Mindfulness of Thought’ in the Mindful Schools curriculum, there are lessons on

the awareness of thought and thought patterns. Additionally, the choice to believe or let go of

thoughts is made clear, as sometimes we can have repetitive or unhelpful thoughts. Students

are directed to notice when their mind has wandered to the past or future, then to bring it back

to the present. The literature speaks of tricks that nature can play on the mind, and our need to

try to control the tricks our mind sometimes plays on us. Furthermore, the absence of

thoughts is a peaceful, but rare phenomenon. Elders also speak of thinking about humility and

recognizing the need to stay busy to prevent the mind from worrying.
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Theme 8: Awareness of thoughts may aid recognition of strategies needed for good

mental health and may encourage healing and the development of resilience.

Mindful Seeing

“Learn your culture by watching and doing it.” Wilfred Jackson, Fort Good Hope.

(Andrew et al., 2017, p. 36)

Observation is another commonly quoted aspect of Dene culture and learning. We can

learn a lot just from being observant and mindfully seeing. For five summers when I was in

university, I worked as a lookout observer at a fire tower in Alberta. It was my job to observe

and record the weather and call in forest fires when I saw them. I learned a lot about the

seasons and the weather just by sitting and watching from May until August, spring until fall.

It was this experience that gave me an interest in the North.

Observing is also a big part of my job as a teacher. Reflecting about my teaching

practice, I wrote, In my teaching practice, I spend a great deal of my day observing my

students so I can assess where they are at, help them, and plan lessons accordingly. We can

learn so much by observing with our eyes and paying careful attention to what we see.

Teachers need to observe and see many things: behaviours, knowledge, understanding,

confusion, and non-verbal communication.

In the Mindful Schools curriculum, it talks of using eyes like an animal to see really

well. One of the teachers in my school used a similar activity, which he called “owl eyes”.

The curriculum explains,

Yes, so I want you to pretend you have animal eyes, (hawk eyes or lion eyes) and

keep your mindful bodies on but move your head so you can look around the room.

Move very slowly and look very carefully. Look around the room and see if you can

notice something in your room that you haven’t noticed before. (Mindful Schools,

2014, pp. 25-26).
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I am always surprised by the details students pick out when we do this activity.

Voices of Elders

There are many accounts of observation from Elder stories. Observation is very

important to know the land so one does not become lost. If you walk mindlessly throughout

the woods, you will get lost and have a hard time finding your camp again. Wilfred Jackson

from Fort Good Hope explains,

When you are walking and hunting in the bush during the fall with short daylight you

have to know the land. When you are following a moose in the bush, you look at the

country where you are walking; you study the hills and you have to remember how

many hills and lakes you passed. If you know exactly where you came from when

you shoot a moose and it gets dark on you, then you don’t have to follow your tracks

back, you can just see the hills and you can find the short cut. You will remember by

studying the land. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 36)

Vandermeer et al. (1991, p. 63) explain knowing and observing the land has allowed for

success of the Dene people for thousands of years.

To survive for so many thousands of years, our Dene ancestors needed a deep and

intimate knowledge of the land, of its creatures and seasons. But survive they did,

and their lives had moments of great peace and happiness which cannot be compared

to the experiences of today. (Vandermeer et al., 1991, p. 63).

Other Elders talk about the importance of learning skills through observation. I have read

stories about children learning to sew, hunt, build snowshoes, and tan moose hides primarily

through observation. One example, from Therese Pierrot from Fort Good Hope advises,

I would like to tell the youth of today to go and visit the Elders and observe them,

even though you may not understand them. I learned to sew and tan moose hides by

watching the Elders and my mom. I learned all the skills from being observant. I am
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also telling the youth to pray and through prayer everything will turn out peaceful for

you. (Andrew et al., 2017, p.90)

Alfred Masuzumi from Fort Good Hope echoes this advice,“There is a difference between

most teaching in school and traditional learning. Right from the time our young people are

babies, they learn by watching their parents work with their hands, so they respond well to

that.” (Andrew et al., 2017, p.62)

In the classroom, I often explain what to do, and sometimes show if the students do

not understand what I am asking them to do. In the Dene culture out on the land, it seems the

opposite. Children watch and learn as tasks are repeated again and again as they get older. I

reflected, This shows the importance of having Elders in the schools and outings on the land,

where kids can observe and try to learn some of the important survival skills.

The Dene people express the power and necessity of seeing and reading the people,

landscape, and the world around us.

One can read more than books, though. One can read people, one can read the world.

One can read books to gain wisdom and knowledge, power and healing. One can

read the bush and the land to gain wisdom and knowledge, power and medicine. One

can read the stories inscribed in the landscape with as much care as one reads the

narratives of classical history. The differing protocols of these forms of reading need

to be respected, and we do well to remind ourselves of the pleasures of the texts.

(Kulchyski, 2005, p. 18)

When we learn to see things differently, we can better understand a different culture and

see from a new perspective. One of my favourite stories from (Kulchyski, 2005, p. 32)

explains how an optometrist in a Dene community asked patients if they could read or not.

When they answered that they could not, he prescribed glasses for seeing long-distance. A

Dene woman who worked in the office, noticed this but did not say anything to the
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optometrist. Instead, she put out dishes of beads to try to make him see what he was not

seeing with his cultural bias and blindness.

In a typically Dene fashion, she does not confront the optometrist; instead, she tries

to make visible to him what he is not seeing. She does this by leaving beads and

needles lying around in this waiting room so he can see that some of the women

clearly need glasses appropriate for the intricacies of beadwork…But an invisible

cultural boundary separates him from them, his questions do not account for it, his

medical practice is not as helpful as he believes it to be. (Kulchyski, 2005, p. 32)

Upon reading this, I reflected, Sometimes we are blind to what we don’t know. We look

without seeing what we are looking for. Kulchyski (2005) suggests that children are keen

observers and that we need to be careful what we show them, “The children who watch the

deciders will learn that in order to be effective, they must learn the dominant logic. Culture

will be separate from everyday life, something to be stored in museum boxes.” (Kulchyski,

2005, p. 16) Upon reading this, I reflected and wondered about my teaching methods,

People, especially children, learn from observation. We are teaching in a foreign

way to their culture, and that is what they will pick up on. In many cases, teachers

spend more time with children than their parents. How can we incorporate culture so

it does not become extinct, and not just another subject? If it is integrated and

parents and community are involved in what is taught in the school, it is a possible

way forward.

Perspectives of Education as Mindful Seeing

Kulchyski (2005) describes how our education systems came to the North with

colonialism, and they are not suitable for the population.

Communities, as they are now constituted in the North, as relatively recent

accommodations and their basic infrastructures are colonial inspirations: the housing
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designs, the educational systems, the presupposition of concentrated human

occupation as a specific site for a lengthy duration, all come with colonialism.

(Kulchyski, 2005, p. 15)

I reflected on reading this,

I find it fascinating what can change in a generation. I have read many stories of

Elders who grew up on the land and now live in communities in houses. The

education systems here are no older than the houses. How can we expect to take a

one-size-fits-all western education system and expect it to fit all of the different

cultures around the world? Especially, considering that every culture and population

had their own ways of educating their children before the white people moved in.

Our way is not better or more suitable. It only teaches what the leaders of the

institutions think is important and only recently makes an attempt to include the

teachings of other cultures.

Castellano et al. (2000) expand on the idea that Indigenous people need a new story,

something to look forward to.

Aboriginal people need a new story. The old story - of how our lives have been - is

now known, and Canadians can now perceive its demoralizing effects on Aboriginal

people. But Aboriginal people recognize that we are in between stories. We do not

trust the old story of government paternalism, and we are trying to get a clearer

picture of our new story. Ultimately, this new story is about empowering Aboriginal

worldviews, languages, knowledge, cultures, and most important, Aboriginal peoples

and communities. (Castellano et al., 2000, p. viii)

We need to work together to write this story, and to empower the youth so they can “be the

change [they] wish to see in the world,” as stated by Mahatma Ghandi. I reflected on this

reading and my role as an educator:
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If we can empower our students so they know that what they do and who they are

can make a difference, then they are on the road to becoming a capable person and

can help make the changes they want to see in the world. I am not often an outspoken

person but I truly try to act out the things I believe in. I ride my bike to school to save

fossil fuels, I meditate to attempt to control my mind, I eat well and exercise, trying

my best to take care of my mental health. It is so sad to see children give up on

themselves when they are so young. What are they being told at home? What have

they witnessed or experienced to make them think so little of themselves? Are they

not being challenged enough? If we raise the bar high, I believe they will meet it. Yet,

sometimes there is so much self-doubt and pain that some have a hard time even

getting started and give up even before they start. What can I do as a teacher to

encourage and to empower my students? How can I give appropriate challenge to

the wide range of abilities in my classes? How can I better incorporate culture when

it is not my own? Is that an appropriate role for me to take?

Curriculum plays a role in what is taught in schools and how it is taught. Some

schools have tried to incorporate Indigenous teachings and knowledge into the curriculum. In

the NWT, there is a mandate to incorporate Indigenous teachings and knowledge.

Community members sit on the District Education Authorities of every school which manage

the schools. Yet, there is a lot more that could be done to fully integrate culture into schools.

Castellano et al. (2000) speak of how the education systems need to change in order to reflect

the local cultures and values.

Curriculum in Aboriginal schools and some provincial districts has been revised to

reflect Aboriginal cultures more accurately. Nevertheless, the promise of an

education that delivers the skills to survive in a post-industrial global economy while
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affirming the ethical and spiritual foundations of Aboriginal cultures is far from

being fulfilled. (Castellano et al., 2000, pp. xiii-xiv)

I reflected on how my perspectives and how I view self-government and the educational

responsibilities of the community have shifted over my time in the North and my learning

through my research.

My viewpoints on self-government and education have changed. A year ago, I

remember saying to a friend that I didn’t think that communities had the resources or

the knowledge to teach their children to read and to write. Not to say that I didn’t

think that they could get to that point but I didn’t think they were there yet. Now I see

that is probably exactly the attitude that got us into this dilemma that we are now

facing. Why is my opinion, as an outsider, more right or more valuable than the

parent’s and Elder’s of the children of their own culture? They raised their children

for thousands of years, why should I now come in to tell them about how I think their

children should be raised and educated? I do see the challenges of the changing

world. Without knowing how to read and write, it would be extremely challenging to

hold a job today. However, why should that take priority over their own cultural

teachings and learning to survive on the land? It shouldn’t. How can we build a

system that works to teach them both?

The National Indian Brotherhood shared nearly fifty years ago how Indigenous values and

culture must be embedded into the education systems.

We want education to provide the setting in which our children can develop the

fundamental attitudes and values which have an honoured place in Indian tradition

and culture. We want the behaviour of our children to be shaped by those values

which are most esteemed in our culture. It is important that Indian children have a
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chance to develop a value system which is compatible with Indian culture.

(Castellano et al., 2000, p. 8)

How effectively has this happened? In some places, possibly quite well, however, in my

experience not nearly well enough. Additionally, Castellano et al. (2000) shares the thoughts

of the Assembly of First Nations.

Until First Nations’ education institutions are recognized and controlled by First

Nations’ governments, no real First Nations’ education exists. The essential

principles are that each First Nation government should make its own decisions and

arguments and apply its own values and standards rather than having them imposed

from outside. (p. 15)

I wondered about our institutional education systems and the priorities of the leaders

in charge.

How can we give the people what they want and need if we continue to have white

leaders in the institution of education for the territory? In many, if not most, cases,

Indigenous culture and needs will not be priority if it is a white person in charge. We

act differently and have different motives because it is something that is external to

us. Even with additional Indigenous teacher education programs, we still push the

western way in the schools. We finally get Indigenous educators in the school and

then they are beat down instead of built up. I am sure their upbringing was very

different than mine, and had many different struggles along the way. And now they

are forced into a western system and told that they are not good enough. It makes my

blood boil. It is not fair for them to have to try twice as hard and then be expected to

meet the same standards as the southern teachers who grew up on computers, in the

same western system? Why can we not celebrate their differences and learn from one

another? I am sure there is so much to be learned from these individuals if we took
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the time and put our biases aside. Are standardized assessments the end all, be all? I

worry that our leaders are going backwards and have completely lost sight of the big

picture, where they live and the population they are working with.

One of the roles education plays is to aid youth in becoming capable, contributing

members of society while holding onto their culture. Castellano et al. (2000) explain,

We need future citizens who are secure in their being, their languages, and their

cultures; citizens who are able to participate in the (re)construction of society;

citizens who not only exercise their rights but also their responsibilities and duties

while participating actively in society. If Aboriginal schools and programs are to

attain this goal, then we must reflect on the very nature of literacy curricula as well

as on administrative and pedagogical practices and their contribution to self-identity

and group-identity formation among Aboriginal youths. (Castellano et al., 2000, p.

55)

Additionally, Castellano et al. (2000) offer some hope by describing case studies of schools

that have successfully integrated Indigenous culture and how they did this by incorporating

community and Elders.

In order to transform learning, the classroom has to expand outward to include the

community. Parents and Elders must become active planners and decision makers in

education, and education can no longer be confined within the walls of an institution.

In the case studies, there are examples where the conventional separation between

the school and the community is challenged, whether by learning with Elders on the

land in Nunavik, taking water samples from the St. Lawrence River in Akwesasne, or

holding a traditional feast with multicultural students in a Vancouver school gym.

(Castellano et al., 2000, p. 98).
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Perspectives on Dene Kede for Educational Change. I reflected upon reading these case

studies of what changes may be necessary to successfully integrate culture and my

frustrations in feeling a lack of support to do so.

Incorporating community and Elders in the classroom is exactly what the Dene Kede

talks about, in order to bridge the gaps between the school, culture and community.

The Mohawk Akwesasne science and math curriculum provides a telling example of

how we can work together for the benefit of the community and the children. It takes

open minded individuals and a lot more effort than just teaching from our textbooks,

but at the end of the day the youth are engaged and empowered. Yet, we need the

school leaders to see the value and support teachers through this financially and

through classroom support. We cannot do it alone. The Dene Kede provides great

guidance but the school leaders need to be held accountable in order for any of it to

happen. Teachers new to the area and culture cannot be expected to do it on their

own. How many people do they need to hear it from in order to make it a priority?

Integration of culture needs to be made a priority. “The lack of sustained funding for

innovative curriculum development has shackled Aboriginal education for decades, causing

great frustration because of the cost to the present generation in delaying the implementation

of Aboriginal curriculum” (Castellano et al., 2000, p. 99). Castellano et al. (2000) continue to

describe the challenges of integrating culture in schools, something I have witnessed as well.

Yet when attempts are made to implement these innovations as part of the ongoing

curriculum, they are overshadowed by the institutionally sanctioned knowledge of

provincial curricula, whose legitimacy is paramount. They wither, and, if they

survive, they have to fight for basic nourishment. It is a testament to the commitment

and vision of Aboriginal Elders, parents, educators, and community leaders that
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innovation persists and that the promise of education for future generations continues

to be nurtured. (Castellano et al., 2000, p. 100)

The personal needs for youth to build so they can lead the future include “self-management

skills; heritage skills; global cultural access and analytical skills; and community and

economic skills…Each skill supports and is supported by the others” (Castellano et al., 2000,

p. 126). Teaching self-management skills are the main goal of mindfulness education.

Mindful Seeing and Observation

Furthermore, Castellano et al. (2000) talk about the importance of observation in

Indigenous learning methods.

It appears that First Nations ancestors used intense and extended observation to study

science and mathematics. There was a high degree of respect for the individual

during the learning process, which enabled the child to observe until he/she felt

confident to undertake the task independently. The initial trial was conducted in

private, and this privacy was universally respected. Once the task was successfully

completed, it was repeated and lauded in public. Learners cooperated and assisted

each other in achieving their goals. The concept of failure was not introduced to the

learner; rather, it was accepted that learning was a lifelong process and that

knowledge acquisition continued until death. Such knowledge brought with it an

obligation to share it and pass it on. (Castellano et al., 2000, p. 108)

While this is not specific to the Dene, observation and acceptance are two main topics in the

mindfulness curriculum. Additionally, the integration of traditional skills is noted by

Castellano et al. (2000).

The hunger for challenge is so evident in our youth that, in order to see it, you only

have to look at the popularity of arcade halls or the popularity of video games in

people’s living rooms. Our youth are not looking to exercise their fingers or hand-eye
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coordination as they play these games; they are looking for ways to challenge and

build their character, the very thing that traditional skills offer but that is denied to

them by most of what is offered in the schools or elsewhere. (Castellano et al., 2000,

p. 117)

Finally, the importance of a connection to the land when learning from observation is noted

by Castellano et al. (2000, p. 120), “When the teacher is the land, patience and wisdom go

together. The best hunters had a lot of patience, not just in hunting but in everything. When

the teacher is the land, patience usually works. Things can usually be figured out in time, as

long as one is a careful observer.”

Mindful Seeing Summary

The topic of ‘Mindful Seeing’ describes the impact of learning through observation, and

noticing what was not seen before. In the Mindful Schools curriculum, students get on their

animal eyes to try to notice things in the classroom that they have not noticed before. As a

teacher, I am constantly observing my students - their learning, behaviours, and

understanding, so I can support them in the ways that they need. Observation is a primary

way of learning for the Dene people. The topic of mindful seeing demonstrates connections

to Dene culture through safety and survival on the land, learning from Elders through

observation, and shifting education to more modelling and doing. The Elders speak about

learning and gaining knowledge about the land, seasons, animals, people, medicine, and the

world from observation.

Mindful seeing also can aid in developing new perspective. Yet, cultural bias and our

education systems can sometimes prevent what we see and show others. What we, the

teachers, and more importantly, the leaders prioritize in schools, in terms of curriculum,

pedagogy, and administrative practices play a key role in the development of youth’s identity

and becoming capable people. We need to be careful what we show the children and youth, to
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prevent cultural bias and blindness, and to show the importance of teaching and incorporating

culture. This will help the youth become capable future citizens and lead their communities

through healing and transformation for living in society today. Thus, it is extremely important

to have Elders in the schools so they can share and show their culture to the students.

Theme 9: Mindful observation on the land, and of Elders, provides a primary means

of learning Dene culture and helping youth become capable people, as well as aiding to shift

perspective and priorities from western to Indigenous ways of knowing and being in school

and community.

Mindful Eating, Smell, and Taste

Mindful eating, smell and taste can mean paying attention to what you are eating, the

various smells, tastes and textures of the food, and the motions of your mouth as you eat.

Mindfulness of food also includes a component of awareness and gratitude where your food

came from. In my first undergraduate degree, I studied agriculture and have always wanted to

start a school garden and teach kids where food comes from. The Mindful Schools (2015, p.

22) adolescent curriculum asks, “how did the raisin get to you? Think about the farmer who

grew the grapes, the pickers, the packagers, the transporters, the grocery store, etc.”

Reflecting on the Mindful School lessons on Mindful eating I wrote in my journal, I always

appreciate the conversation about where food comes from and all the people who work hard

to get food onto our plates. This is a topic near and dear to my heart, a hidden passion that I

hope to return to someday. It is still a goal of mine to start a school garden. Food security

has long been an interest and passion of mine, so I was excited to share a bit about this while

incorporating my other passion of mindfulness.

In the Mindful Schools curriculum (2014, pp. 40-41), students are given a raisin and

asked to explore its smell, texture, visual appearance, and any sounds when the raisin is

squished before eating it. Students are also asked to notice their emotional reaction to
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receiving raisins. When a student dislikes raisins, perhaps they will feel different than a

student that does. Next, they are asked to eat the raisin as slowly as possible,

Open your mouth, put it on your tongue, close your mouth. Try not to chew it yet.

Just notice how it feels in your mouth. Notice if you taste anything yet. Now, begin

to chew one bite at a time, noticing how it changes with each chew. Chew very

slowly. (Mindful Schools, 2014, p. 41)

Reflecting on teaching this lesson, I noted, I really liked teaching the mindful school lesson

on food and mindful eating. The kids get really into it when they are exploring the smell,

texture, feel, sound, taste of a raisin and what happens in their mouth when they eat it. The

mindful eating lesson for adolescents dives into deeper exploration. “Did you chew on the

right side or left side of your mouth? Did you swallow on the right or left side? How did it

taste compared to how your food normally tastes? How do you eat at home?” (Mindful

Schools, 2015, p. 23).

Food and the North

Country foods are an important part of people’s diets in the North. During these

conversations, we often talk about the different foods that are common for our area: rabbit,

caribou, moose, white fish, jack fish, cranberries, blueberries, and muskox, and how much

work it takes to hunt, gather and prepare these foods. Many children have family members

who hunt so were able to connect to this. I reflected, There were not many references in the

literature about food but I know food is a very important part of Dene culture. People cherish

their country foods: wild meat, berries, bannock. They take pride in sharing it. An Indigenous

colleague once dropped off a whole caribou leg for me. It was so generous of her!

Learning to hunt is an esteemed role in Dene culture. Boys would strive to be the best

hunters, and girls wanted to be the best sewers.
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From the time they could work, they were encouraged to imitate adults in their roles

as hunters or home makers. Among youngsters, there was much practice to become

“the best” at something. All boys would strive to become “the hunter of woodland

bull caribou”, while girls sought to be the best sewers. In their striving, they

gradually improved the skills they would need as adults. (Vandermeer et al., 1991, p.

18).

I remember hearing a celebratory story of an adolescent youth hunting his first caribou.

Everyone was very proud. I reflected on this, It is a big deal when a Dene youth hunts their

first bunny or caribou. From what I understand, it’s like a coming of age. Furthermore, there

is one Dene Law that relates to food. “Law 2. Do not run around when Elders are eating”

(Blondin, 1996, p. 8). This shows the importance of food and the respect that must be paid to

the animal and the people who worked hard to provide it. I have been told that no parts of the

animal were ever wasted and it was treated with respect and dignity.

Food is medicine. Dene medicines are powerful and effective. This winter, I had a cold

that I could not get rid of and was asking around about spruce gum juice, which I had heard

can cure colds. I wanted to try to make some but I didn’t know what it was called so some of

my Dene colleagues were confused when I asked about it. I wrote in my journal, when

reflecting on the power of foods to heal,

A colleague gave me some spruce gum juice when I couldn’t get over a cold. It

worked like magic! I had been asking around how to make it. When she overheard

me talking about it, she offered to bring me some. I was so grateful! It has a strong

flavour, but works the trick. Sometimes I chew on spruce gum I find on trees but it

gets stuck in my teeth. There are so many foods that are medicinal that I would love

to learn about.
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Mindfulness of Smell

Mindfulness of smell is something Kolson (2009) talks about from her time on the

Barrenlands. She compares the sounds and smells to the purity of nature on the land that she

likened to God.

The cabin, the clothes and the land all had a distinctive smell. The smell was fresh,

clean, unspoiled and gave an aura of being undisrupted. On the land, there were no

foreign smells of a city, no car spinning rubber on asphalt, no smells of medicine

from a hospital, no smells of intoxication from an open bar door, no smoky smell of

burning garbage or smell of rotting food from a garbage dumpster on a hot summer’s

afternoon. Nor was there foul language expelled from the mouth of an angry person,

no exotic or illicit shame of person, no pushing or shoving and no graveyards to

invoke sadness. There was only the scent of fresh, of clean, and a pureness I thought

surely must be God. (Kolson, 2009, p. 26)

Kolson’s careful account shows the mindful awareness she demonstrated of her

surroundings, both in the city and out on the land, and the appreciation she feels for the calm,

clean environment.

Mindfulness of Eating, Taste, and Smell Summary

In the topic of ‘Mindful Eating, Taste, and Smell’, the Mindful Schools lessons teach

students to explore the visual appearance, sounds, smell, taste, and texture before and during

eating. Students are also guided to notice their emotional reaction to the food - whether they

like it or not. A conversation about where food comes from, and the gratitude we feel for all

of the people who have helped to contribute the food reaching our plate helps bring

appreciation for and awareness about our food. In Dene culture, hunting and gathering are a

major part of survival on the land. Every part of the animal is used and treated with respect.

Food can also be a form of medicine, to help heal many ailments.
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Theme 10: Survival, knowledge of the land, and the cultural power of food

encourages appreciation and mindfulness of eating, smell, and taste.

Gratitude

When I was young there was no TV or radio or phones, but we were happy. My

parents taught me what I needed to know to live off the land and have a good life.

They taught me important values like praying and helping others…They said we

should be thankful every day for life itself. Leon Modeste, Deline. (Andrew et al.,

2017, p. 12)

Feeling gratitude and appreciation can help individuals maintain a positive attitude

and outlook on life. Especially during the long, dark winters in the North, an attitude of

gratitude has really helped my mental health.

In my life I have found that gratitude can really help shift my mindset to a more

positive light. Whenever I have had a really hard time in my life, I try to keep a

gratitude journal where I write down 3-5 things everyday that I am grateful for. The

more you look for it, the more you see what you have taken for granted. If we can

learn to appreciate life more and recognize all the good parts of our life, then we are

not focusing on the negative. Where you put your attention grows.

In the Mindful School (2014, p. 36) elementary curriculum, they also talk about how we feel

grateful when we focus on the things that make us happy:

If we can think of those things to make us happy, imagine all the small things in our

day that might make us happy. There might be sad things in our life or things that

make us angry. If we focus on those things, we will only notice those things. But,

there are many things in our life that might make us feel happy if we focus on them.

Sometimes they are hard to remember because they are small or because we are used

to them. (Mindful Schools, 2014, p. 36)
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The Mindful Schools (2015) adolescent curriculum goes one step further to help shift our

attitude. “The most challenging thing when we are feeling depressed or angry is to remember

these things that can uplift the mind. Try finding three things each day that you feel grateful

for” (Mindful Schools, 2015, p. 46).

Dene Kede and Gratitude

Gratitude is something I have experienced in many Dene people in my interactions

with them, but it not something I found directly talked about in the literature. In the Dene

Kede curriculum, a learning outcome related to gratitude states,

In their relationship with the Spiritual World, students are expected to, with the aid of

the Dene Language: recognize powers greater than themselves; recognize what is

spiritual in the world around them; appreciate and respect spiritual forces; and

recognize and develop their personal spirituality. (NWT Education, Culture and

Employment 1, 1993, p. 5)

I, personally, do not have a full understanding of what these spiritual forces mean, yet I take

this to mean to appreciate what you have, trust in the spirits to guide you when you need help,

and to believe everything will work out the way it is meant to be. However, these are my own

interpretations.

The Dene Kede also talks about appreciation for the land under general learner

expectations:

In their relationship with the Land, students are expected to, with the aid of the Dene

Language: enjoy the Land; become capable on the land; understand the Land;

appreciate and respect the Land; and be familiar with the Dene history of the Land.

(NWT Education, Culture and Employment 2, 1993, p. xxxi)
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The land is the way of life, so I can see why it would be crucial to respect the land. In my

journal, I had reflected about my deep respect and appreciation for time in nature as a child

and the responsibility I feel about protecting the land for future generations.

My family instilled in me a deep respect for the environment. We spent a lot of time

out in nature. We went camping often, even when it was still cold in May. We swam

in the lake any chance that we could. We recycled, carpooled, and used cloth grocery

bags. We were an active family, often riding bikes, hiking, fishing. Growing up in

British Columbia, this seemed a common theme for many. While we were not “On

the land” in the traditional sense of the Dene and Metis people, we certainly had a

lot of appreciation and respect for our natural environments and the resources it

provided for us. My father was a Forester for the BC Forest Service. As a young girl,

I remember going out tree planting with my dad and going with him when he went to

do inspections of recently planted lots. He instilled in me the courage to explore and

the responsibility to look after the environment for future generations.

Food and shelter are provided from the land, and it must be respected. I have experienced

some wild winter storms here. Climate change has warmed the temperatures in the winter. I

can only imagine how challenging it must have been to live in these harsh conditions, when

even colder. I have been in the mountains many times when the weather changed and

deteriorated rapidly. I have a humble respect for mother nature and the powers of the land.

Andy Stewart of Fort Good Hope, also talked about appreciating life and respecting

people.

Life is short but you’ve got to make the best out of it. Try to get ahead; really try to

appreciate life and enjoy it. Make use of it. Make something out of yourself. Try to

respect the people, be a role model. Then people look up to you. Help people as

much as you can. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 30)
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Cecile Ayah from Tulita talks about appreciating life because you never know what might

come your way.

You are young once; use it wisely. Life is like going up the mountain and coming

back down and you become just like a baby. You are no longer strong anymore and

everything becomes impossible to work on. That is why we say, “Live life the best

that you can.” They also said, “Listen quietly to people talking, you can learn a lot

from them.” That is how my people shared their knowledge with me. I am very

thankful for that. I know both ways of life because I was with the nuns in the white

community. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 100)

In my journal, I reflected on all of the Dene people who have had hard lives but are still full

of gratitude, generosity, happiness and kindness,

It is amazing to hear and read about stories from people who suffered so much from

going to residential school, have had many friends and family members pass away

due to trauma related to Residential Schools, but they still put a smile on their face

every day, have good humour, a good attitude, and make the most of life. It is truly

an inspiration. If we are grateful every day, help everyone as much as we can, then

hopefully when we need the help, it will come back to us.

Gratitude Summary

The topic of ‘Gratitude’ in the Mindful Schools curriculum revolves around

appreciation and focus on the good things in life that make us happy. It instructs us to pay

attention to the small things that make us happy that we normally don’t notice, especially

when we are feeling depressed or angry. Gratitude can greatly help improve mental health.

Finding three things each day can increase our appreciation and improve our outlook on life.

The Dene Kede curriculum includes appreciation of spiritual forces and respect for the land

and what it offers. Appreciation for the land is shown with doing and protecting.
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Appreciation for what life offers, both to provide hope for the future, and to overcome

traumas from the past. Elders also teach us to appreciate and enjoy life.

Theme 11: Elders encourage appreciation for the land and what life offers; this may

encourage a positive outlook on life and improve mental health.

Acceptance

Each child is unique in talents and abilities. The task of those around the growing

child is to provide experiences which will enable the child to become what it is

meant to be. The right way is shown and explained to the child, and in some cases,

decisions must be made for the child to ensure survival. But, in the end, it will be up

to each child to choose what is right for itself. If the appropriate experiences are

given the child, the child will develop the basic skills required for survival, as well as

those special gifts that make him or her unique. It must be remembered that the gifts

come in many forms. For some it may be the gift of special skills on the land, and for

another it may be the gift of laughter. (NWT Education, Culture and Employment 2,

1993, p. xxv)

As I sit down to write this, it seems an ironic coincidence as acceptance of change is

something I am struggling with in my life. The challenges of the North are real, including

finding suitable housing. A series of events beginning with the possible sale of the house I am

renting have recently turned my life as I know it upside down. Yet, life goes on whether we

are ready for it or not. Reflecting on my time in the North,

Acceptance is another thing in my life that I think I have really learned a lot about

during my time in the North. Life isn’t always what we expect it to be. Nearly

everyday I say the Serenity Prayer by Reinhold Neibuhr to myself to remind me of

this. “May God give me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the

courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” Life
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always goes on and it will be what it will be, whether we fight it or accept it. It just

hurts us more if we cannot or take longer to accept it.

While I might be ready for spring, I woke up to -40C with wind chill a couple of mornings

this week in late March. If I choose not to accept the weather for what it is, I would be

miserable from my inability to accept the things I cannot change.

Acceptance and the North

Kolson spoke about her struggles accepting death of animals on the Barren Lands, and

how life went on regardless,

But on the Barren Lands, life went on. It wasn’t all peaches and cream, which made

me crave a bowl of peaches and cream. How fast life changed from serious to

nonchalant. At the cabin, after eating Louison’s caribou soup, I didn’t feel remorse

for the caribou. I accepted life was the way it was, and it was the caribou’s time to

die so we could eat. (Kolson, 2009, p. 56)

Acceptance of death so one can eat is necessary for survival on the Barren Lands.

Reading Kolson’s (2005) account of life on the Barren Lands, there were some pretty

shocking experiences that she went through, where dogs were killed or seriously hurt.

The challenge and blessing of living on the land was that life went on and you had to

keep trudging away. There was no choice if you wanted to keep surviving. If we can

laugh about our circumstances, I think it helps us to be happy and not take things so

seriously.

Mary Drybones from Fort Good Hope spoke of this necessity for laughter and acceptance,

People used to tease each other in a good way and there was always laughter. I never

came across anybody that was grouchy or in a bad mood. Both of my parents were

very humorous and happy. There was no time for being sad unless something
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happened in the camp. Even through tragedy we learned to accept and go forward in

life. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 23)

In the Mindful Schools elementary curriculum (2014), as well as the adolescent

curriculum (2015), there is not one specific lesson on acceptance. However, acceptance is

embedded throughout the curriculum and the instructions. Two examples are, “Take a

moment to notice how you are feeling right now. There’s no right or wrong answer. In

mindfulness, we’re just noticing what’s happening” (Mindful Schools, 2014, p. 11). “When

we pay attention to our breath mindfully, we are in the present moment. But our mind has a

habit of wandering to the past and the future…I notice that and then bring my mind back to

my anchor, my breath” (Mindful Schools, 2014, p. 20).

Alphonse Takazo of Deline, NT commented on how the youth are different today than

they used to be and instead of placing blame on other people, parents should recognize and

accept the roles they have played.

Today the youth have changed so much. They don’t go out on the land or give help

to Elders. They are also involved in lots of bad habits. But it is not their fault; as

parents we have not done a very good job of parenting. It seems like the youth are

scattered all over. They are very smart but we, as parents, have not taken the time to

train our children well. We should not blame the youth; we should blame ourselves

for many of the problems our youth are facing in their lives. (Andrew et al., 2017, p.

8)

Upon reading this and reflecting about the impact of Residential Schools, and that a large

percentage of a generation was left unparented. I wrote,

Some Elders feel responsible for the changes they have seen in their lifetime.

Whatever the cause, we all need to work together to try turn it into something

positive. Residential schools and colonialization have created a lot of hurt and pain.
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It is one thing for me to say that it would be better if we all could accept the

wrong-doings and move on. However, I know this will take a considerable amount of

time and people trying to do the right thing now to revert the harm caused in the

past.

Whatever the case and however we can help one another, the only direction we can move is

forward. Wishing for things that are not possible or realistic also does not help our mental

health.

Alfred Orlias from Fort Good Hope shared,

People used to tease each other in a good way and there was always laughter. I never

came across anybody that was grouchy or in a bad mood. Both of my parents were

very humorous and happy. There was no time for being sad unless something

happened in the camp. Even through tragedy we learned to accept and go forward in

life. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 23)

In my life, I have held onto things for very long times. I now recognize how miserable

I was, in comparison to when I was able to accept a situation for what it was and move on

with my life. Acceptance is also talked about in the Dene Kede curriculum so people can

cooperate and live harmoniously. Under General Expectations, learning about the [Dene]

People,

In their relationship with other people, students are expected to, with the aid of the

Dene Language: learn from and respect their Elders; be generous to others; work

with others, putting group needs before personal needs; accept and enjoy others;

know the traditional relationships and changes in these over time; and recognize

similarities between Dene and others. (NWT Education, Culture and Employment 1,

1993, p. 5)

Reflecting on these curricular outcomes, I wrote,



108

The Dene Kede curriculum also talks about accepting “things that can neither be

seen nor touched” from the spirit world. Getting along with others is very important

to Dene people, as it is in my life. I have learned in my life that I cannot change other

people. With my students, I can provide advice and try to guide them to do what I

believe is the right thing but it is up to them to grow and change. Their motivations

may be internal or external, but it has to be someone’s own decision to change

something in their life. If we can learn to accept people as they are, then there will be

a lot less pain and suffering in the world.

When we can accept things the way they are instead of wishing things to be different, our

mental health and self-efficacy improves. Students become more aware of their self

determination and that they can make choices for themselves. This can help them to

overcome feelings of powerlessness, or that they are impacted by what others do or have

done.

Acceptance Summary

The topic of ‘Acceptance’ is embedded throughout the entire Mindful Schools

curriculum, by means of how it is instructed. For example, when paying attention to the

breath, students are taught that it’s normal that their mind wanders and just notice and bring

attention back to their breath. In life, when we resist something and have trouble accepting, it

causes us pain and suffering. When we learn to accept, we improve our self-efficacy and

ability to make choices for ourselves and our less impacted by others’ actions. On the land,

Elders teach us about acceptance for the purpose of survival. Further, Elders share that using

humour and laughter can help us feel happy and accept things as they are. Elder also suggest

that parents should accept their roles in parenting so they can try give youth a better life. The

Dene Kede also instructs us to accept and enjoy others so we can cooperate and live

harmoniously.
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Theme 12: Elders encourage acceptance and laughter in order to empower students’

self-efficacy and promote cooperation in community.

Mindful Communication

“It is our descendants, a hundred years from now, who will protest that they were not

there when land claims were being negotiated, when Aboriginal rights were distorted

beyond recognition, when the final acts of the great historical drama of conquest

were performed. You who remain silent while this injustice continues, you are

responsible. Here. And now. But then again, so am I.” (Kulchyski, 2005, p. 3)

Communicating in life is possibly one of the most over-looked, yet important aspects

of leading a healthy life and building strong mental health. Mindful communication can help

us achieve that. Mindful communication can be described as communicating our thoughts

and needs respectfully and with empathy. After all, communication is all about understanding

one another. Just like a relationship, there are two sides to communication, the deliverer and

the receiver. There are many ways in which communication can be broken but when we slow

down and are more mindful of what and how we are saying, we can more effectively

communicate.

Awareness

In the Mindful Schools (2015, pp. 44-45) adolescent curriculum, there is a lesson on

Mindfulness in Conversation. The lesson involves the students having a short conversation

with their neighbour, while trying to pay attention to how they are feeling.

When we are mindful of talking we can still be aware of our body and we can still be

aware of our mind. When you practice this today, notice what thoughts might be

going on in your mind as you are talking. See if you notice the urge to talk, or maybe

that you are not in the mood to talk. Notice if silence is awkward. Notice that you are

seeing the person and hearing their voice. Notice if you can maintain your
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mindfulness, your awareness, your presence, or do you get so involved you just talk

without remembering mindfulness. (Mindful Schools, 2015, p. 44)

Often in conversation, we’re not really listening to the other person, but we are planning what

we are going to say next. Practicing noticing how our body and mind feel during a

conversation can help us realize how present we are for the other person and if we are truly

communicating what we wish to communicate.

Voices of Elders

Baptise Shae from Fort Good Hope spoke about the importance of noticing how you

speak to other people, “Talk kindly to your children, with love and respect. If you talk to

them nicely, they will listen to you.” (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 80). Christine Harris from Fort

Good Hope also shares her wisdom about being careful with our words and how we speak, “I

would like to tell the youth to listen and respect the Elders, to always pay attention to what

the Elders tell you. My Dad told us that when the Elders talk to you, don’t talk back, don’t get

mad, and don’t look at them with anger.” (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 87). Additionally, Cecile

Ayah from Tulita shares these thoughts and echos the importance of bringing awareness to

our words:

Our language, our mouth, is small but if you do not control your mouth, it could be a

scary thing. If we hurt someone by force, hit him with a stick, it can heal. But what

we say with our mouth is a done deal. When we hurt people with our mouth, they

will carry this hurtful feeling with them for the rest of their life…My mother had said

to us, “Make sure to keep our language and word.” Even today I tell my children,

“Make sure you capture the good word and messages of the Elders and look after it.”

(Andrew et al., 2017, p. 99)

Our word is powerful and can be used to lift others up or bring people down. Maurice Mendo

from Tulita suggests that we can help uplift others and share happiness, “Some other people
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had made up stories. But that is to make other people happy and laugh; people have to tell

joke stories. Our people said that a very happy person is a good thing and a lot of our people

who passed on have said that too” (Andrew et al., 2017, p.140).

Kuchyski (2005, p. 180) shares a story of the community of Fort Good Hope gathering to

talk about an electoral decision and a town fundraiser. While there was no consensus on the

decisions, respect was shown for one another’s opinions to be heard. Admirably, the

conversation ended on a positive note.

The respect of community members for each other, even across the boundary of

heated opinion, was constantly being demonstrated, enacted…Because there was no

general agreement, action would not be taken and this was understood without a vote.

Action could only be taken, not necessarily only with full agreement, but if there was

strong enough support that the dissenters, after having been heard and themselves

noted the tone of the discussion, voluntarily ceased their dissent and allowed a

momentum of supportive opinions to carry the day. The intricacies of face-to-face

politics, a multiplicity of subtle nuance, tones, momentums, shifts, continue to

structure the basic political life of Fort Good Hope. (Kulchyski, 2005, p. 180)

Reflecting on this story, I thought about how politics in western society today are drastically

different and questioned where it stems from.

A respectful, mindful communication about sensitive topics is not something

commonly seen on the media today. Everything I’ve read about has led me to believe

that the Dene were a very happy, respectful, generous people before the white people

came. What it is it about white people, their alcohol and drugs, anger and hatred,

racism, that has caused so much pain and suffering? Is it simply the need to change

people and cultures to make them like their own (ie. colonialism)? Are those who are

trying to right the wrongs still to blame?
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Three Dene Laws also focus on mindful communication. Blondin (1996, p. 8) shares

these laws,

Law #5: Be polite. Do not use words with hurt people. Law #6: When children start

to talk, parents are to teach them to be good citizens, to love one another, and to use

medicine power only to help people in need. Law #7: Elders should gather each day

to teach the laws. Elders must teach children to be good citizens and to act like

human beings. Elders must tell stories about the past each day because stories shape

behaviour and attitudes. Through stories about mistakes made in the past and present,

Elders can prevent people from making mistakes in the future. (Blondin, 1996, p. 8)

Moreover, the Dene Kede curriculum incorporates integrity, humility and awareness of how

one’s behaviour affects others when suggesting why we should teach the curriculum.

In the development stages of the Dene curriculum, the elders advised that the schools

can somehow be made to help Dene students to develop the Dene perspective and to

become the capable Dene they are meant to be. To be capable means having

responsible, skillful and respectful relationships with the spiritual world, with the

land, with other people and with themselves.…Being a capable Dene means being

someone with integrity. There is faith on the part of the elders and the developers of

this curriculum that this type of integrity is what will be needed to take the Dene and

indeed all humankind into the future. Thus the curriculum serves the very broad goal

of "survival". (NWT Education, Culture and Employment 1, 1993, p. 6)

More specifically, the Dene Kede curriculum’s general learner expectations includes,

“In their relationship with themselves, students are expected to, with the aid of the Dene

Language: work to maintain integrity in their relationships; know and respect themselves,

maintain humility; and be aware of how one's behaviour affects others.” (NWT Education,
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Culture and Employment 2, 1993, p. xxxi), as well as “resisting aggressive behaviour toward

others and things in nature” (NWT Education, Culture and Employment 2, 1993, p. xxxviii).

Language and Communication

Elders also talk about the importance of learning the North Slavey language that is

Indigenous to the Sahtu. Joe Bernarde from Tulita shares his thoughts on this,

Today, the teachers should not teach our children those bush life skills because they

have to teach the school curriculum and it is all in English. But if we provide the

Slavey language it will also help the school. Today, if people do not have an

education they will not get a job. (Andrew et al., 2017, p. 127).

My role as a teacher is to communicate. Specifically, as a French language teacher, it is my

job to teach my students how to communicate in another language. We break down language

in order for students to understand what is being said, but also so they can make themselves

understood. Learning a language is complicated endeavour. Language and culture are

synonymous. You cannot have one without the other, as the world view in every language is

a unique reflection on that culture.

Indigenous languages are dying and it is up to not just the teachers, but the whole

community to revitalize. Castellano et al. (2000) speak about the intricacies of language

instruction and the importance of keeping Indigenous languages alive.

When an Aboriginal language dies, a whole way of thinking is lost, both to the

community and to humanity. The consequences of losing complex systems of

Aboriginal knowledge are too painful to contemplate. The difficulty of revitalizing a

language, particularly an oral language, cannot be underestimated. There are

numerous socio-technical processes that lay the groundwork for language instruction:

documentation of oral languages, standardization of dialects and writing systems, and

expansion of vocabularies in order to incorporate concepts that are new to the
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original language. These are expensive, time-consuming, and potentially divisive for

language speakers, and they are only the starting point. Language curricula and

resource materials have to be created, and language teachers have to be trained. All

of these activities require intensive efforts by technical experts together with fluent

speakers of a language. (Castellano et al., 2000, p. 26-27)

Furthermore, the Assembly of First Nations (2015) notes the importance of maintaining

Indigenous languages with shocking statistics.

There is a well-documented decline in linguistic diversity in Canada; only three of

over 60 Indigenous languages are expected to survive into the next century. With the

risk of linguistic extinction comes the risk of losing centuries of information,

traditional knowledge, understanding of the land around us, and the ability for culture

and traditions to be fully passed forward to future generations. Former Chair of

Native Studies at St. Thomas University Andrea Bear Nicholas has noted: “Since

language is the foundation of culture, its destruction in individuals on a mass scale

inevitably leads to the disruption, even destruction, of whole communities and

cultures.” The majority of Indigenous mother-tongue speakers are aging, furthering

the decline of the strength and prevalence of these languages. (Assembly of First

Nations, 2015, p. 1)

Additionally, “In Canada’s 2016 Census of Population, only 20% of First Nations people

could converse in an Indigenous language, down almost 6 percentage points from 2006.”

(Assembly of First Nations, 2019).

Reflecting on the challenges on teaching, learning and maintaining languages,

It takes a considerable effort from parents and the whole community to maintain a

language. If the children are only being spoken to in English at home and at school,

it seems unlikely that they will every fluently speak the language, unless an individual
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is extraordinarily devoted and disciplined to speaking a language. In our school, the

Indigenous language teacher gives a summary of the date, weather, and Dene law of

the month on our morning announcements. I am learning to recognize words that are

repeated but I still do not know their meaning or the proper time to use them.

Teaching French

I reflected on the challenges I face in teaching language and often being confused or

misunderstood.

As a language teacher, I can appreciate how difficult it is to teach a language. I took

French language class throughout school, from elementary school to grade 12. It

was only when I was completely immersed for a year in Switzerland, where I learned

to speak fluently. Even in the classroom, I struggle with speaking French all the time,

as I know the kids would learn eventually through repetition. I become frustrated

with not being understood and having to repeat myself again in English. How can I

effectively manage my class, give instructions, and discipline and encouragement

when I am not understood?

With time, students start to learn basic instructions in French, such as “open to page…” or

“go get your notebook”. However, it takes a strong effort on my part and a lot of practice to

get to this point. I suppose, that is what all learning is. Some learning happens unintentionally,

but most learning, especially for learning language in my experience, must be intentional.

Is it more effective over time to always speak in French or Slavey, living in a world

of misunderstanding and not being understood in hopes that one day you will be

understood, or is it better to try to explain the translations and when it is appropriate

to use certain phrases? Younger ages seem to be better at picking up body language

and social cues, as they are still learning to master language, too. However, older

students do not pick up on those cues so easily. They usually just look at me with
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wide, confused eyes when I speak to them at length about something in French. It

seems they crave to understand.

Communication, Culture, and School

Maurice Mendo from Tulita warns against learning the white man’s way,

The school teaches our children in the white man’s way and now they are living the

white man’s way. The school should teach and educate our children in only the good

way. Other bad things such as alcohol and drugs, they belong to the white man - only

them - and they should practise these bad habits and they should not be taught to our

children. (Andrew et al., 2017, p.137)

I wrote in my journal,

The cyclical programs of study and learning common in Indigenous learning help

any student connect and truly learn a concept. I learned to accept, and overcame my

frustrations through university and most of my education that I would have to cram

information into my head for a test, write a test, then would likely forget all that I

learned. In the Dene culture, all that was learned was a necessity. One learned to

sew well so one would not be cold when out hunting. It was for safety and survival.

One learned to hunt and trap to provide for their family. As a teacher, I dislike giving

tests to test one’s knowledge. Students find tests stressful and it is only a snapshot of

one’s learning at a particular moment, when they could potentially be trying to

overcome other major challenges in their life.

This learning modality is engrained in me as what school is, and is one of the challenges of

teachers who come from different cultures being able to understand a Dene way of knowing

and learning. I understand that this type of learning does not always work for the students, but

because it is what I know, sometimes this is what I fall back on. Also, it is the way

understood by most southern educators, so it is often pushed by the administration.
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It is the teacher’s role, with the aid of the administration to teach and incorporate

culture. Castellano et al. (2000) talk about how learning is seldom related to culture.

Our experience with past and current Western schooling, however, is that it separates

“education” from living: so the experience alienates us from our surroundings and,

therefore, our culture. What Western schooling has done is to essentially provide

students with their “formulas,” “theories,” “laws,” “facts.” Then there is a test,

generally written, that proves to the teacher that the student has grasped the concepts.

In many instances the learning is not related to the students’ everyday lives or culture.

Students are taught to individualize their understanding. Our Thanksgiving Address

and our culture says that “we come to one mind.” However, Western education says

“come to my mind” (Western expert in any given field); “to his mind” (Darwin’s

theory); “to their mind” (any given theory accepted by a collection of Western

experts). There is no “our mind.” Consequently, we cannot, culturally, be educated in

a Western way and remain who we are: there are just too many minds! (Castellano et

al., 2000, p. 101)

Reflecting on Castellano’s ideas,

Why is what I say is important to learn, to “come to my mind” the end all be all? I

would rather learn from one another so “we come to one mind”. I try to aim with my

students to understand and well as to be understood. Learning the art of

communication is an important life-long skill to be practiced. I don’t want to stand at

the front of the room and dictate what we will be learning. I try to incorporate my

students’ preferences and viewpoints and include them in major decisions. After all,

I’m just the one helping to orchestrate the learning, but in the end, it is for them not

for me. Yet, how is a young mind to know what is best to be learned or not? I suppose
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that is where we need help from the Elders and the community to determine what

they want their children to learn and what they think is most important to learn.

Despite the importance shown by the leaders in Canada, there still remain challenges

within schools across the country. Castellano et al. (2000, p. 123) speaks about these

challenges, which I have also witnessed in my time up North,

The students are even more critical of the language and culture programs that are

provided in our schools. The lack of relevant challenge, and the lack of relevance to the

real world, even extends into our own cultural and language teaching. School has

reduced culture to handicrafts, something easily managed within the structure of the

school program. Students complain that they learn very little and are always repeating

the same things. Culture teachers say that they are not given the time, space, resources,

materials, or respect necessary to do the job. Culture programs have not received the

resources, attention, and support that they need in order to be effective. The way in

which the programs are structured into the system does not give them the power to

reach youth and to instill in them a sense of pride in their heritage. (Castellano et al.,

2000, p. 123)

Communication and Relationship Building

The need to incorporate Elders’ teachings is paramount. The Dene Kede states the

importance of Elders for sharing Dene knowledge.

The knowledge and wisdom of the Dene were passed down to succeeding

generations through the words of elders. Today, the elders are often the only source

for Dene knowledge. Many of our elders who were connected to the spirituality,

knowledge and skills of the past have passed on. It is important to involve elders in

the classrooms so that the children can learn directly from them. Elders are the

primary source for: survival skills, historical knowledge, Dene medicine and
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spirituality, stories and legends, customs and rituals, language and terminology, [and]

values and traditions. (NWT Education, Culture ad Employment 1, 1993, p. 13)

Castellano et al. (2000) expand on this idea by sharing the need for incorporating culture into

everyday teaching examples:

Stories are not just entertainment. Stories are power. They reflect the deepest, the

most intimate perceptions, relationships and attitudes of a people. Stories show how a

people, a culture thinks.” – Lenore Keeshig-Tobias in Slapin and Seale (1992, 98) …

But recent work in communication and cultural studies suggests that, because we

actually construct who we are in the process of identifying with the images and

narratives that dominate our ways of seeing and representing the world around us,

media also contribute to the formation of social identity…Identity is not formed, then,

in internal conceptions of the self, but in the adoption of changing representations

and narratives that we generate, experience, and express in our individual and social

experience…Communication is the dynamic ground in which individuals and

communities are formed, and this process involves conflicting media images and the

ideological messages they carry. (p. 76-77)

I reflected on this reading:

As a teacher, it is our job to make the content relevant to the students and their

unique circumstances. It seems only appropriate to include cultural examples and

local stories that they can relate to when teaching mindfulness. If we can use stories

from the Elders and from the land, then they are better able to connect to the topics

and the lessons. Perhaps, if they can see the relevance, then they will more easily

find something that it useful, try the activities and become more aware, mindful

individuals.

The inclusion of the community is noted again by Castellano et al. (2000)
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With regard to the language program, students definitely want more challenge,

relevance, content, and application. To provide high-level engagement for each

individual child, the system must have a purpose, a structure, and an appropriately

challenging program that responds effectively to the needs, aspirations, and potential of

the children, the parents, and the community. (p. 124)

However, inclusion of the community is not always an easy task. I have witnessed a

real struggle to connect with the community during a strategic planning meeting and involve

them in on-goings at the school. Castellano et al. (2000) share a story of a community

collaboration meeting that did not go as planned. Sometimes, people just need to vent their

frustrations, but their voices are not heard or taken into account in the end. My experience

feels parallel.

It was a very frustrating day for all of us, and I wonder what was really achieved.

The Aboriginal people who spoke that morning told of their personal experiences and

their children’s personal experiences in the educational system. They could not/did

not speak of corporate agendas or of learning styles or of pedagogy, as such. They

spoke, instead, of alienation and loneliness and frustration. They spoke of the pride

they felt for their children’s accomplishments and of their inability to help their

children with algebra and physics. They spoke of the dreams they had for Aboriginal

youth and the need for them to get an education. They spoke of love…When the final

report on the strategic planning meetings came out, it was clear than none of their

concerns had significantly influenced the direction of the school. There was one

small section on the concerns of the Aboriginal community that nominally reflected

what had taken place that day, but, for the most part, the report reflected other

concerns much more clearly. (pp. 166-167)
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I can empathize for how the community members feel. Even when they share their feelings

and suggestions, they are not taken into account in the long run. How can we effectively

incorporate community in the major decisions in the school? When will the school leaders see

that the system is not working and something needs to be changed? Castellano et al. (2000)

validate my thoughts and questions,

Are the agendas already established, or is there room to accommodate and further the

vision of Aboriginal people? Are we really listening, and are we prepared to act on

what we hear? Do our current educational research methodologies allow us to listen

and to advance creative approaches and to invent new practices? Is there room in the

system to make the necessary change? If we answer any of the foregoing questions in

the negative, then perhaps no more research needs to be done. Unless there is a

paradigm shift, concerned individuals will continue to be frustrated and confused,

and the possibilities will remain clouded and hidden. (p.167)

Mindful Communication Summary

The topic of ‘Mindful Communication’ incorporates techniques for healthy

relationships, including empathy, love, and respect. The Mindful School curriculum includes

a lesson on mindful conversation where students are instructed to notice how they are feeling,

urges to talk when they are listening to another person, and how present they are for the other

person. As a language teacher, I experience miscommunication daily, and recognize students’

need to understand, as well as to be understood. Elders teach us to speak kindly, keep your

word, choose your words carefully so as to not hurt others, and use your words to lift people

up and to share happiness and laughter. Dene politics demonstrates that everyone has a voice

that should be respected and listened to. The Dene laws instruct us to be polite, love one

another, and that the Elders should teach the laws. The Dene Kede also encourages teaching

about integrity, humility, awareness of how our behaviour affects others, and resisting
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aggressive behaviour. Indigenous languages are dying, thus, the need for Elders’ knowledge

and presence in schools is extremely important. The need for support and resources for

language and culture teachers, as well community input can help make language and culture

instruction more effective.

Theme 13: Elders encourage awareness of how our words and behaviours affect others,

to only use our words to lift others up, and to share language and culture.

Theme 14: Mindful communication between the school, community, and Elders can set

an example of healthy partnerships for students and will encourage language and culture

instruction.
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Chapter Five: Discussion

This self-study investigated the research question, “How can an exploration of Dene

cultural teachings and my experiences in a NWT classroom inform the development of a

culturally appropriate mindfulness curriculum?” My goal was to identify connections

between the Mindful School curriculum and Dene culture and knowledge from the NWT.

The following themes emerged from my reflections on my experiences and teaching practice,

Mindful Schools curriculum and lessons, and literature that shared Dene knowledge,

curriculum, and the voices of Elders, and contribute to an answer for my research question.

Theme 1: Experiences on the land require attention to bodily sensations and the use of the

body to stay safe and resilient to environmental changes.

Theme 2: Engagement with active cultural practices focuses awareness on movement skills

that can be creative, celebratory, spiritual, and practical.

Theme 3: Listening is a cultural learning modality that has been impacted by colonization,

and listening to Elders can enhance both mindful listening and cultural connections.

Theme 4: Connection to spirit through prayer or activities on the land can utilize mindful

breathing for awareness, connection, and calming.

Theme 5: Connections through heartfulness with oneself and others can attend to pro-social

connections and positive self-concept.

Theme 6: Happiness, healing, and connections to self and others can be strengthened by

emotional self-awareness, honesty, and laughter, and may aid in reducing conflict through

mindfulness of emotion.

Theme 7: Generosity, sharing, and helping each other creates happiness and connection, and

enhances personal resilience and strength of culture and traditions.

Theme 8: Awareness of thoughts may aid recognition of strategies needed for good mental

health and may encourage healing and the development of resilience.
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Theme 9:Mindful observation on the land, and of Elders, provides a primary means of

learning Dene culture and helping youth become capable people, as well as aiding to shift

perspective and priorities from western to Indigenous ways of knowing and being in school

and community.

Theme 10: Survival, knowledge of the land, and the cultural power of food encourages

appreciation and mindfulness of eating, smell, and taste.

Theme 11: Elders encourage appreciation for the land and what life offers; this may

encourage a positive outlook on life and improve mental health.

Theme 12: Elders encourage acceptance and laughter in order to empower students’

self-efficacy and promote cooperation in community.

Theme 13: Elders encourage awareness of how our words and behaviours affect others, to

only use our words to lift others up, and to share language and culture.

Theme 14:Mindful communication between the school, community, and Elders can set an

example of healthy partnerships for students and will encourage language and culture

instruction.

Recommendations for Mindful Schools for Dene Students

The themes and connections that emerged from the findings have useful applicability

for adapting the Mindful Schools curriculum for Indigenous students, particularly the Dene of

NWT. Recommendations by the main topics found in the Mindful Schools curriculum, as

outlined in the Findings, will be explored. 1) Mindful bodies, 2) Mindful movement, 3)

Mindful listening, 4) Mindfulness of breath, 5) Heartfulness, 6) Mindfulness of emotions, 7)

Generosity, 8) Mindfulness of thought, 9) Mindful seeing, 10) Mindful eating/ taste/ smell,

11) Gratitude, 12) Acceptance, and 13) Mindful communication. Finally, connections found

between themes will be discussed.
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Mindful Bodies

Theme 1: Experiences on the land require attention to bodily sensations and the use of the

body to stay safe and resilient to environmental changes.

My recommendations for adapting the curriculum for Dene students is to make

connections about how our bodies feel during different experiences on the land. Dene

knowledge emphasizes the importance of connection to, and relationship to the land. There

are many sensations and things that we can notice about our bodies while sitting in a

classroom, but to make it more culturally appropriate and to help the students make more

connections to Dene culture, perhaps it is better practiced outside.

This connection to the land can aid in mindful attentions to the body. Activities that

could enhance mindful attentions to the body may include using a sit spot outside to explore

the textures such as snow or moss, and how the body feels during different seasons and

temperatures. Even if this is not a possibility, children have amazing imaginations and may

be able to visualize some of the other body sensations once they have some practice with

body awareness. Using other cultural examples such as noticing and feeling the texture of

moose hide, fox fur, or a spruce branch may stimulate increased body awareness. Perhaps

students could notice how their feet feel different when they are standing in moccasin or

socked feet, compared to when wearing shoes or boots. With some creative thought, I believe

that there could be many cultural activities and objects that could be used to help teach

children about body awareness.

Mindful Movement

Theme 2: Engagement with active cultural practices focuses awareness on movement skills

that can be creative, celebratory, spiritual, and practical.

While there are not many references specifically about mindful movement in the

literature, everyone I have seen on the land has been happy. My recommendation for
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incorporation of Dene culture into the topic of mindful movement would be to invite Dene

Elders into classes to share cultural activities, perhaps while doing a cultural activity like

beading, sewing, making dry meat, or even simply walking in nature. Noticing how your

mind, body and heart feels when you put your whole attention into an activity that requires

movement builds body awareness. Drumming, hand games, hunting, cutting firewood and

collecting berries are other cultural activities that may be appropriate for practicing mindful

movement. School based limitations for engaging in mindful movement lead to recommend

for increased Elder presence in the school, and on the land opportunities for students. With

increased involvement from Elders and the community, these institutional barriers can be

lessened.

Mindful Listening

Theme 3: Listening is a cultural learning modality that has been impacted by colonization,

and listening to Elders can enhance both mindful listening and cultural connections.

The Mindful Schools (2014) curriculum focuses on personal listening to the body, the

surroundings, and the external environment. Though listening to the world is clearly an

important part of developing a relationship with the land, a key understanding from the Dene

teachings is the importance of sitting and listening, especially to Elders, as a part of learning.

Rather than the personal listening advocated in the Mindful Schools curriculum, mindful

listening through a Dene knowledge lens would include listening to stories and instructions

from Elders and knowledge holders, learning to sit and direct attention to these stories and

ideas. Additional recommendations for modifying the Mindful Schools (2014) curriculum to

make mindful listening more culturally relevant to children in the Sahtu would be to take

children outside to listen to the sounds of nature.
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Mindful Breathing

Theme 4: Connection to spirit through prayer or activities on the land can utilize mindful

breathing for awareness, connection, and calming.

Mindful Breathing activities can contribute to emotional, physical, and mental well being.

I recommend using the lens of focusing one’s attention on one’s breath in order to quiet the

mind and notice how you are feeling. Focusing on the breath can both encourage going inside

ourselves, and opening up to spiritual connection, possibility, and prayer that is appropriate

for the individual. Focused attention on the breath can be a helpful strategy to calm worry,

anxious feelings, or other stressors, whether physical or mental. Land based activities can

also be useful. Perhaps, using a sit spot outside might help more connections with nature, as

well as provide a peaceful location try to focus on one’s breath. Additional connections to

Dene culture and prayer include the fire feeding ceremony when appropriate, music, art,

studying plants and animals, and working with wood. This connection to the land and focused

attention on something can be seen as a form of prayer. Recommendations also include

facilitating opportunities for students to listen to and speak to Elders and cultural healers for

spiritual guidance.

Heartfulness

Theme 5: Connections through heartfulness with oneself and others can attend to pro-social

connections and positive self-concept.

The Mindful Schools curriculum teaches us to send kind thoughts to ourselves and to

others. Using empathy and connecting to others’ hearts, we can learn to respond rather than

react. Dene Elders also encourage us to love, respect, and take care of one another, be humble,

polite and kind, laugh, and be aware of how our actions affect others. My recommendations

for modification of the Mindful Schools curriculum for inclusion of Dene culture would be to

include the Dene Laws and stories from Elders to help shape the teachings around
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heartfulness. Stories that provide perspective on the importance of family and taking care of

one another can both share culture and provide examples of heartfulness. That is how the

Dene survived for thousands of years.

Mindful Emotions

Theme 6: Happiness, healing, and connections to self and others can be strengthened by

emotional self-awareness, honesty, and laughter, and may aid in reducing conflict through

mindfulness of emotion.

The Mindful Schools curriculum teaches us to notice our emotions so they have less

power over us. Recognizing our emotions helps us respond, rather than react, similar to the

teachings in Heartfulness. Dene Elders share the important thoughts and behaviours for

survival on the land: acceptance, truth, honesty, and treating others how you wish to be

treated. Additionally, emotional resilience and self-regulation are very important when

dealing with intergenerational trauma from Residential School.

To modify the Mindful Schools curriculum in the topic of mindfulness of emotions to

include teachings from the Dene culture, I recommend incorporating Elder stories about the

importance of sharing emotions. Also, laughter was noted to be a key Dene recommendation.

Perhaps, finding ways to include laughter would be beneficial. Possibly, Elders could be

invited in to tell stories and laugh with students. Fostering intergenerational relationships that

might help students to understand their emotions and learn how Elders have developed

resiliency despite trauma could help students develop their own emotional awareness and

resiliency.

Generosity

Theme 7: Generosity, sharing, and helping each other creates happiness and connection, and

enhances personal resilience and strength of culture and traditions.
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The Mindful Schools curriculum teaches us to be generous and to notice how this

makes our hearts feel happy. Even small acts of generosity, such as holding a door open for

someone, can make us feel good. The Dene are extremely generous, especially with sharing

food. Generosity and helping others aided the survival of Dene people for thousands of years,

for example, by sharing country foods with one another. The Elders teach us to help Elders

when they can because one day you will need help in return.

My recommendation for modifications of the Mindful School curriculum to integrate

Dene teachings would be to include Elder stories and the Dene law about sharing and

generosity and why it is so important to their culture. Including teachings that practice small

acts of generosity like having students serving Elders tea and snacks may bring awareness to

generosity and how it makes us feel good. Larger activities may include cutting fire wood for

Elders or shoveling the snows off their steps.

Mindful Thoughts

Theme 8: Awareness of thoughts may aid recognition of strategies needed for good mental

health and may encourage healing and the development of resilience.

In the North, mental health, anxiety, depression, and youth suicide are prevalent

challenges (MacDonald et al., 2013). This has been a key motivator in my interest in the

Mindful School curriculum. Providing students with strategies to deal with negative thoughts,

and build their self-esteem is an important goal as a teacher. It is possible that mindfulness of

thoughts may be valuable for helping to develop resiliency to overcome impacts of trauma,

intergenerational trauma, and other wellness needs that that may be experienced by students

and their families.

My recommendation for modification of the Mindful Schools curriculum for mindful

thoughts, would be to use stories and examples from on the land and Elders, demonstrating

that what we think and see is not always the truth. Lessons could discuss courage, providing
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an understanding that looking directly at and facing what is worrying us may make it have

less power over us. Activities may also include bringing awareness to our thoughts and how

they wander often to the past and to the future, in order to try to focus our attention on,

appreciate, and enjoy the present moment. Additionally, lessons to encourage mindfulness of

thoughts may include recognizing our intuitions, dreams, and guiding thoughts related to the

spirit and spiritual practices. Due to the limited sources available on this topic, I would like to

talk to Elders to learn more about how mindfulness of thoughts connects to Dene culture and

mental health.

Mindful Seeing

Theme 9: Mindful observation on the land, and of Elders, provides a primary means of

learning Dene culture and helping youth become capable people, as well as aiding to shift

perspective and priorities from western to Indigenous ways of knowing and being in school

and community.

The Mindful Schools curriculum lesson on mindful seeing instructs us to use animal eyes

to observe things we have not noticed before. The topic of mindful seeing demonstrates

connections to Dene culture through safety and survival on the land, learning from Elders

through observation, and shifting education to more modelling and doing. My

recommendations of modifications for the topic of mindful seeing in the Mindful Schools

curriculum to include Dene culture would be to include examples of animals of the region

that have excellent eye sight. These can be used when pretending to have excellent vision and

notice things that you normally do not notice. Additionally, taking this activity outside would

increase the cultural value. Mindful seeing would benefit from inclusion of Elder stories

about the importance of observation and opportunities to learn activities from Elders by

watching in schools. Directing attention to what they can learn by seeing might help students

make connections to their culture.
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Educators would also benefit from mindful seeing. It is important to attend to our own

perspectives on Indigenous students, education, and our understanding of what knowledge is

of value. Bringing attention to our own cultural bias as educators and what we are showing

students can help shift perspective and change what students see as the priorities in education

and their learning.

Mindful Eating, Taste, and Smell

Theme 10: Survival, knowledge of the land, and the cultural power of food encourages

appreciation and mindfulness of eating, smell, and taste.

The Mindful School curriculum helps us bring awareness to the food we eat, the

shapes, textures, smells, movements in the mouth, and even emotional reaction to certain

foods. Noticing and discussing where food comes from also gives us a deeper appreciation

for the food we have to eat. My recommendations for modification of the Mindful School

curriculum to incorporate Dene culture is to include examples of Dene foods and Elder

stories of hunting, gathering, and preparing food for storage. Dry meat, dry fish, berries, or

other Dene foods could be used in place of raisins in the lesson. Further, bringing awareness

of the efforts and necessary steps to hunting and preparing country foods can increase

appreciation. Perhaps teachers could collaborate with community members to facilitate on the

land opportunities to hunt, gather, prepare, and eat animals and plants, focusing on

mindfulness of smells, eating, and tastes. This would provide excellent opportunities to

develop mindfulness and appreciation of food.

Gratitude

Theme 11: Elders encourage appreciation for the land and what life offers; this may

encourage a positive outlook on life and improve mental health.

The Mindful Schools curriculum teaches us to focus on the small things in life that

make us happy, especially when faced with difficult emotions or situations. Finding even
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three things every day that we are grateful for can help us have a positive attitude and

improve our mental health. In Dene culture, gratitude and appreciation for the land and what

it offers is shown with doing and protecting. Appreciation for what life offers, both provides

hope for the future and may aid in overcoming traumas from the past. Elders also teach us to

appreciate and enjoy life.

My recommendations for integration of Dene culture into the Mindful Schools

curriculum for the topic of gratitude includes incorporating examples about Dene culture and

Elders’ stories. Examples include experiences on the land, pride for a new pair of moccasins

or fur mitts that a loved one sewed for us, country foods including wild meat and berries, and

a close connection with our families. Sharing Elders’ stories about how little they used to

have, but how happy they used to be, might instill a sense of gratitude for all of the

conveniences we have in society today. Perhaps students could be encouraged to identify

people, places, and things in their communities that they are grateful for, encouraging

connections to culture, and gratitude for their identity.

Acceptance

Theme 12: Elders encourage acceptance and laughter in order to empower students’

self-efficacy and promote cooperation in community.

The Mindful Schools curriculum embeds acceptance throughout all topics of the

curriculum, especially with mindfulness of bodies, breath, and thoughts. Elders teach us to

accept and enjoy others in order to cooperate and live harmoniously. Laughter and humour

are also used by Elders to share and evoke happiness, and teach us not to take things so

seriously. When we resist and cannot accept life and others, it often causes more pain.

My recommendations for modification of the Mindful Schools curriculum to include

Dene culture are to include Elder stories about acceptance and the curricular outcomes from

the Dene Kede. Education can make students feel powerless, without any control. Education
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for self-awareness, self determination, and agency helps provide students with a sense of

self-efficacy - that they can make choices for themselves. This can help to overcome feelings

of powerlessness, or that they are impacted by what others do or have done.

Mindful Communication

Theme 13: Elders encourage awareness of how our words and behaviours affect others, to

only use our words to lift others up, and to share language and culture.

Theme 14: Mindful communication between the school, community, and Elders can set an

example of healthy partnerships for students and will encourage language and culture

instruction.

The Mindful Schools curriculum helps us learn to be mindful in conversation with

others by instructing us to notice how our body and mind are feeling when we are talking or

listening to someone, and noticing our urge to talk. Elders teach us to speak kindly, with love

and respect, choosing our words carefully so we do not hurt other people. Being honest and

trustworthy with our word, and using our word to lift people up and share happiness and

laughter is also noted by Elders. Humility, integrity, and resisting aggressive behaviour are

also important traits in Dene culture. The need for language to maintain culture shows the

importance of Elder and community presence in the school.

My recommendations for inclusion of Dene culture in the Mindful Schools

curriculum for the topic of mindful communication include inclusion of Dene Laws and Elder

stories and songs. Revitalization of Indigenous languages is a key component for valuing and

promoting cultural identity through language. Weaving North Slavey language into all classes,

and encouraging all teachers in the North to try to learn and use words and phrases in their

classrooms is a directive from the Government of the NWT, particularly through the recently

released “Our Languages” curriculum (Government of the NWT, 2020). This research also

recommends incorporating language into all classes in school and demonstrates the
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importance of these efforts. Collaboration with the community for creation and inclusion of

Dene culture with the instruction of mindfulness is necessary, in order to avoid generalizing

or misunderstanding a worldview and culture that may not be the same as the educators.

Connecting Themes

There are many commonalities between the various mindfulness topics discussed in

this research. All topics of the Mindful Schools curriculum demonstrate connections to Dene

knowledge and culture. Increased Elder and community presence in schools would positively

impact students and their learning about culture and mindfulness. Three common connections

found between the fourteen themes will be explained, including: 1) On the land, 2)

Connection to others, and 3) Self-awareness.

On the Land. Themes 1, 2, 4, 9, 10, and 11 all include components that demonstrate the

importance of on the land learning opportunities. On the land activities may include being out

in nature, hunting, fishing, collecting fire wood, medicinal plants, berries, or other cultural

activities such as setting up camp or building fires. Connection to the land is an extremely

important part of Dene culture.

Connection to Others. Themes 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 12, 13, and 14 incorporate components in

building and maintaining healthy relationships and connections with other people. Treating

others with kindness, love and respect, sharing what you have, and helping one another have

all helped the Dene people survive for thousands of years.

Self-Awareness. All themes incorporate aspects of self-awareness to help students

develop understanding of themselves, self-confidence, self-efficacy, and how they can be a

capable person. Without awareness of self, empathy and connection to others and the land

becomes very difficult. Healing and transformation can occur through increased

self-awareness. When one notices anything about their connections to the land, to other

people, or within themselves, they are building self-awareness. Helping students learn to
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become mindful individuals may help them also notice and incorporate cultural teachings in

their own lives.

School Based Barriers

School based barriers include a general lack of inclusion of culture and language

throughout most subject areas and grades due to use of southern curriculum, leadership

directives, and support for teachers, especially Indigenous Language Educators.

Opportunities for listening to Elder stories and observing Elders are seldom available without

Elder presence in the school. Further, opportunities to increase awareness of cultural bias and

to shift perspective from western to Indigenous methods of learning are difficult without the

inclusion of Elders and community in schools. On the land opportunities, as well as cultural

ceremonies and prayer are not available without Elder and community support. Elder stories

help teach us many things about survival of culture, language, and the Dene people: taking

care of one another, survival techniques on the land, heartfulness, sharing, food, resiliency,

laughter, gratitude, acceptance, and communication.

Educators are also recommended to consider the dynamics of the position of power

that they hold in schools and how this influences the learning relationships in Indigenous

communities. The power differential is also impacted by the experience of Elders and

community members in Residential Schools and in their own colonial school experiences.

Awareness of these barriers reminds teachers to value the knowledge of community members

and build relationships with Elders and parents based on respect and genuine interest.

Recommendations to reduce school based limitations for many, if not all, of the

Mindful School topics, and to promote inclusion of Dene culture include Elder presence in

the school, collaboration with community, and on the land opportunities for students. These

recommendations may reduce institutional barriers to inclusion of culture and language, and

will help increase opportunities for language revitalization and learning about culture.
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Children may then have better opportunities to become culturally aware, capable, and

empowered future citizens of their communities and leaders for future generations. It is clear

that these initiatives will require both administrative will and appropriate funding that

recognizes the valuable knowledge provided by Elders, community members, and knowledge

keepers. The ILE Handbook (Government of the NWT, 2018) and the Truth and

Reconciliation calls to action (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015), if

implemented with integrity, will help schools in the NWT move forward with these goals.

Limitations and Value of the Study

Limitations of this study are the reliance on my own observations and experiences, as

both participant and researcher, for the data in this study. The findings cannot be generalized

beyond my own practice. Additional limitations of this study are the small sample size and

researcher bias. Limitations also include the limited literature available on Dene culture. Yet,

it is my hope that the knowledge and the recommended modifications of the mindfulness

curriculum will be transferable to other regions and cultures, showing that mindfulness

practice could be useful for other Indigenous cultures.

The value of my study is the integration of five main sources - Mindful Schools, self,

experiences, literature, and published voices of Elders. Additionally, the insights about

mindfulness, education, educational institutions and the inclusion of language and culture that

have emerged have the potential to contribute to curriculum development. My hope is that the

Mindful Schools curriculum framework can be integrated with Dene cultural and community

knowledge to more effectively support mental wellness, understanding, and pride in their

identity for students in Northern communities.

Conclusion

In my self-study, I attempted to answer the research question: “How can an

exploration of Dene cultural teachings and my experiences in a NWT classroom inform the



137

development of a culturally appropriate mindfulness curriculum?” I explored the literature,

as well my own reflections on my teaching practice, including teaching a mindfulness

curriculum. I have learned a great amount about the Dene of the NWT and how Dene culture

may fit into a mindfulness curriculum. I have also learned a lot about myself as a person and

a teacher, including my cultural bias and the values I share with my students through my

research, as well as my mindfulness practice.

Castellano et al. (2000) offer some guidance of what Indigenous education should

look like:

Education must not supplant the values and knowledge of Aboriginal peoples;

rather, it must enhance what is practised in the community. It must be attractive,

practical, and appropriate to the culture in which it is applied. As educational

institutions and families guide Aboriginal students into the future, they must do so in

a practical manner: youth are no longer being educated to take their place in a

non-Native society; they are being educated to take control of their future in a Native

society. (Castellano et al., 2000, p. 104)

Going forward, I now realize some part of what is necessary to transform education in the

North to make it more suitable for the Indigenous people for whom it is intended. The

African proverb, “It takes a village to raise a child”, rings true, even in the remote, North of

Canada. We must work together to blaze a new path into the future to create an education

system that works for the Indigenous people of the North, allowing them to become the

capable, resilient people they are. Mindfulness, integrated with culturally appropriate

understandings and Indigenous knowledge about how to live well together and on the land,

offers a promising direction.
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