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Abstract

In recent decades, Onkwehon:we (Indigenous) education has been a burgeoning area of
study and practice in primary, secondary, and post-secondary schools in Canada. One of
the more significant contributions to this growth in recent years has been the findings of
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada and its 94 Calls to Action. Central to
the journey of reconciliation is understanding of the experiences of Onkwehon:we people
and their perspectives on various things. Given that spirituality and associated cere-
monial observances are important to many Onkwehon:we communities and have been
explored in a number of schools and universities, their inclusion in academic and non-
academic school programming merits exploration. This essay explores the importance of
Onkwehon:we spirituality, its role in the reconciliatory journey, and the value of enabling

schools to partner with Indigenous peoples to aid in its dissemination.

Keywords: Indigenous, spirituality, religion, education, schools

Canadian Journal of Education / Revue canadienne de I’éducation
©2024 Canadian Society for the Study of Education/
Société canadienne pour I’étude de I’éducation

www.cje-rece.ca


http://www.cje-rce.ca

Onkwehon:we Spirituality and the Reconciliatory Journey in Canadian Education 592

Résumé

Au cours des dernieres décennies, 1’éducation Onkwehon:we (autochtone) est un
domaine d’études et de pratique qui a connu un essor important dans les écoles primaires,
secondaires et postsecondaires au Canada. Les conclusions de la Commission de vérité
et de réconciliation du Canada ainsi que ses 94 appels a I’action s’averent I’une des
contributions les plus déterminantes a cette croissance au cours des derni€res années.

Au cceur du processus de réconciliation se trouve la compréhension des expériences des
Onkwehon:we et de leurs perceptions dans différents domaines. Puisque la spiritualité et
les cérémonies qui y sont associées sont importantes pour de nombreuses communautés
Onkwehon:we, et que certaines €coles et universités s’y intéressent, leur inclusion dans
des programmes scolaires et non scolaires mérite d’étre examinée. Cet essai explore
I’importance de la spiritualité Onkwehon:we, son role dans le processus de réconciliation
et I’intérét de permettre aux écoles de collaborer avec les peuples autochtones pour

faciliter cet apprentissage.

Mots-clés: autochtones; éducation, spiritualit€¢, communauté, curriculum

Introduction

The concept of reconciliation as a frequently discussed topic in primary and secon-

dary education emerges from a reckoning with the traumatic experiences of Indigenous
peoples in Canada, which have included subjugation, attempts of forced assimilation,
colonial violence of various sorts, and genocide. Reconciliation is sometimes regarded as
the journey toward the development of new relationships between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples while maintaining an understanding of how past events have adver-
sely affected these relationships—a conceptualization that is considered controversial for
some but was that of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC). Al-
though the idea of reconciliation as social repair itself has a history globally, the features
of reconciliation vis-a-vis the TRC relate to the specific experiences of those affected by
these histories and the Calls to Action of the TRC (Truth and Reconciliation Commission
of Canada, 2015). Despite the broadly accepted and indisputable ways how primary and

secondary education were managed by government and religious authorities for much
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of the last 200 years, reconciliation in the post-TRC era has extended beyond schooling
issues to address many areas of endeavour in Canadian society, such as public service
(Frideres, 2011). Topics such as health and wellness, language and culture, and labour
market participation are captured in the TRC Calls to Action. These calls have broadened
the discussion of how relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples may
be improved (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). Reconciliation has
since become a primary concern in most educational settings. With a view to the work of
reconciliation through schools, this essay explores Onkwehon:we spirituality as a neces-
sary component in the conversations on education for reconciliation in Canada.

In this essay, the term “Onkwehén:we,” from the Kanien’keh4 (Mohawk) lan-
guage, is used to refer to native people and is understood to mean “the original people.”
In this essay, this term will be used interchangeably with the term “Indigenous.” Both
terms will be used to refer to the First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples of Canada and

related territories.

Education for Reconciliation

Discussions regarding the reconciliatory journey, including its conceptualization and
scope, are still developing in Canada. The majority of the Calls to Action that emerged
from the TRC were explicitly intended for federal and provincial/territorial levels of
government but are extending to other areas of societal endeavour. In addition to govern-
ment offices, other institutions such as universities and colleges, religious organizations,
and public offices are mentioned; however, the Calls to Action are primarily focused on
the two main levels of government and point to a sort of responsibility that is imagined
to be most applicable within Canada. As the TRC report states, “it will take sustained
political will at all levels of government and concerted material resources” in order to
realize progress (TRC, 2015, p. 4). The responsibilities of the various levels of govern-
ment regarding these Calls to Action may be understood in the contexts of not only their
past roles in the establishment and management of those schools that stole children from
their families and communities for nefarious purposes, but also their current responsi-
bilities regarding treaty and constitutional relationships. Regarding responsibilities that
are particularly proximate to Onkwehon:we communities across the territories, these

responsibilities include, among other things, the duty to deliver and administer important
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social welfare amenities such as those associated with health and social services. There-
fore, these areas of government and their respective responsibilities have been (at various
levels of quality and engagement) involved in discussions on reconciliation in numerous
events, initiatives, and other activities that are, ostensibly, in the public interest (Chan-
dler-Olcott & Hinchman, 2018).

While the majority of the TRC Calls to Action demand potential actions or firm
purposes of amendment toward provincial and federal levels of government (and there
have been some encouraging moves emerging from those levels of government), many
non-governmental institutions and community representatives (e.g., academic funding
bodies, Christian authorities, and some areas of private industry) have exhibited some
concern, interest, and commitment to the reconciliatory journey and its necessary pro-
cesses of engagement and action. The responses from public institutions such as public
education and community organizations have been rather interesting to observe. For
example, I’ve been invited to present before the Winnipeg Chamber of Commerce on the
topic of reconciliation and have worked with private contractors on their bids for work in
response to requests for proposals that include corporate commitments to reconciliation.
These institutions have been taking part in discussions and initiatives that are intended to
address the goals of reconciliation that aim to further develop relations with Onkwehon:we
peoples whilst also coming to terms with terrible, even genocidal, histories. The general
understanding of and discussion about reconciliation in Canada has extended beyond the
interface of Onkwehon:we and government and has become inclusive of many for whom
the Calls to Action were not primarily directed (Korteweg & Russell, 2012).

The general discussions of reconciliation—including those that have emerged
from an exploration of Calls to Action 62 to 64, which are germane to potential educa-
tional change—have rightfully extended to people and communities involved in primary
and secondary schooling (Deer, 2014). The histories, experiences, and perspectives of
Onkwehon:we peoples have become very important when professionals—in collabora-
tion with community members when possible—are working toward the creation of curri-
culum and non-curricular programming in schools. Many who either work or partner with
schools have dedicated themselves to exploring Onkwehdn:we experiences and issues
of social or historical importance. In many schools, classroom programming for students
includes important aspects of Onkwehdon:we experiences, literacies, mathematics, and

other areas of Onkwehon:we knowledge, including heritage, consciousness, and tradition.
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Principals, consultants, and instructional leaders who have roles in developing program-
ming and working with teachers to affect their work appropriately in the still-developing
field of Indigenous education have become more receptive and responsive. The improved
responsiveness of teachers and schools regarding reconciliation has begun to have a pal-
pable impact upon what is taught: aspects of divergent Onkwehon:we experiences should
be shared and honoured, and it should inform the development of a balanced perspective
on Onkwehon:we experiences.

As positive as one may describe the reconciliation movement in primary
and secondary education in Canada, including the movement toward integration of
Onkwehon:we perspectives in curriculum, this work has not developed without criticism
or difficult questions (Montero & Dénommé-Welch, 2018). A great deal of criticism
toward the reconciliation movement has manifested in some interesting public debate,
with some presenting their positions through well-known media sources. For example,
former residential school worker Rodney Clifton has argued that residential schools were
not as bad as current dialogue suggests (e.g., Clifton, 2022). Also, some criticism has
been reflected in professional and institutional resistance when critical political views
have been taken up in reconciliation discourse (Grande, 2018). In the summer of 2024, I
attended a national conference on political philosophy in which a well-known Canadian
academic was a member of a panel titled “Identity Politics: Inclusion or Division.” In
this panel, said academic regarded the reconciliation movement in education to be one of
radical transformation and this notion was one of the fundamental reasons why many are
resistant and why institutions are not responsive as they ought to be. This panelist’s ob-
servation was not surprising to me; many are rather wedded to their institutional frames
and approaches.

Despite such challenges, many governmental and educational authorities have
pressed forward with this new era in educational endeavour, one in which attempts are
made to employ Onkwehon:we perspectives in appropriate ways through deliberate cur-
ricular change and community involvement. Thus, many in public education in Canada
have taken up the responsibility of contributing to the development of appropriate curri-
cular representations that will support a sustainable and educationally fruitful journey to-
ward reconciliation. Many school leaders, including superintendents, principals, and ins-
tructional leaders, have ventured into this area in a manner that is inclusive of divergent

Onkwehon:we perspectives, including the spiritual orientations of Onkwehon:we families
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and communities. The approach of including the local and distinctive manifestations of
Onkwehon:we knowledge has allowed many Onkwehon:we Elders and community mem-
bers to contribute and even provide leadership and knowledge that is essential to this pro-

cess. An example of this was reflected in one study by Deer and Heringer (2023):

Indigenous Elder participation in school activities contributed to the cultural
capacity of schools and showed how traditional knowledge may be incor-
porated in curriculum and classroom activities. Schools that embrace such
knowledge—which may help students to engage and experience IK, heri-
tage, consciousness, and tradition—has become, amongst many, an impor-

tant institutional goal. (p. 40)

The inclusion of Onkwehon:we community members into the conversations on
how to address reconciliation has had a rather noticeable and important outcome. When
Onkwehon:we community members (such as community Elders) are invited to share
about Onkwehon:we knowledge and experiences, spirituality frequently becomes an
essential part of the narrative. The response from many schools over time has been to
include spiritual discussion and ceremonies in primary and secondary school settings—
settings that have been, ostensibly, secular. Spirituality, the aspect of human experience
that helps us explore, understand, and, at times, connect with each other, our world, and
the observable universe, our individual and collective journeys toward moral truth, and to
those things that are outside of our corporeal selves (Harris, 2014), is particularly impor-
tant to Onkwehon:we experiences and it is this importance that has led to its considera-

tion in contemporary school programming across Canada.

On Onkwehon:we Spirituality

It is no surprise to me that the inclusion and celebration of Onkwehon:we knowledges,
heritage, and consciousness as important aspects of reconciliation in schools has come
to include issues of community culture and spirituality. As intimated earlier, this has not
occurred without difficulty given the sort of paradigm shift it represents. When a school
district or school community deliberately interfaces in good faith with Onkwehon:we
peoples for whom ontologies, epistemologies, and worldviews differ from those of non-

Indigenous school authorities, the character of those perspectives can be quite a departure
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from what has been customary in the school(s) in question. Although some schools and
educators may not explicitly frame representations of Onkwehon:we as spiritual, many
have begun exploring spiritual perspectives of their knowledge and consciousness in very
clear and deliberate ways. Similar to how some schools have addressed the disciplinary
areas of Onkwehon:we history and treaty education, the topic of spirituality has become a
useful way to frame the nature of Onkwehdn:we histories, experiences, and cultures. The
inclusion of spiritual frames that reflect belief systems and worldviews of Onkwehon:we
peoples (e.g., the seven sacred teachings) has begun to feature more frequently as schools
endeavour to be involved with education for reconciliation and to engage in what is often
referred to as “indigenization” (Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018). These initiatives have been
represented by the emergence of such things as high school pow wows, the inclusion of
Onkwehon:we Elders in school programming, and the development of curricula that incor-
porate activities such as sweat lodge ceremonies (Hamm, 2015). These movements of indi-
genization that bring in spiritual frames of reference might be curious to the non-Indige-
nous observer who reposes trust in the customary notion that public education is a secular
endeavour. Perhaps this is why the framing of reconciliation is so important: the journey
toward a new and appropriate relationship (one in which cross-cultural understanding is
essential) is developed whilst maintaining a sense of shared histories. This cross-cultural
understanding ought to include this important aspect of Onkwehon:we consciousness. To

neglect this aspect would risk an incomplete understanding of Onkwehdn:we experiences.

Why Do Spiritual Orientations Matter?

As Onkwehon:we spirituality has begun to feature in the learning activities of many
schools across Canada, the significance of these spiritual orientations and their relevance
to individually and communally held worldviews—worldviews that may inform their po-
sition in the reconciliation discussion—merits exploration. As mentioned earlier, recogni-
zing the unique manifestations of Onkwehon:we knowledge, heritage, consciousness, and
traditions is an essential aspect of the reconciliatory journey. This uniqueness is a central
feature of Onkwehon:we beliefs and practices. Certain belief systems and their associated
practices may be connected to specific Onkwehon:we communities and nations, although
individuals may draw personal teachings and truths that distinctively condition their

individual orientations. Spiritual orientations differ among Onkwehon:we communities
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across Canada. However, there are some rather important similarities that also ought to be
recognized. The names associated with a creator deity are one example. For instance, in
my native language (Kanien’kehd), the word “Sonkwaia’ti:son” is used to refer to the tra-
ditional conception of the Creator. There are other ways of referring to a creator deity in
Kanien’keha and these different words are situated within different spiritual and religious
stories—stories that affect the way worldviews are understood. Over time, the spiritual
systems of belief—and the stories that store their teachings—provided me with a frame
of sorts, through which my orientations toward such things as community, cross-cultural
interface, and morality could be understood. The important point here is what those orien-
tations represent. They are not mine alone, even though my individual orientations condi-
tion them; they are also a reflection of the community in which I was raised. To come to
know me in the context of one who is Kanien’kehéka from the community of Kahnawake
is to come to know of these orientations.

Although this diversity of spiritual frames amongst Onkwehon:we communi-
ties is important to acknowledge, their similarities are noticeable. As Stonechild points
out, “the underlying nature and principles of spirituality are the same” (2020, p. 24).
Therefore, one may adduce palpable and representative commonalities as they relate
to Onkwehon:we belief systems (for example, some of their central tenets that relate to
ontology and epistemology), while at the same time focusing upon the unique context of
individual nations. Understanding these commonalities and differences may be crucial to
an appropriate understanding of specific Onkwehdn:we communities and their beliefs.

As asserted earlier, spirituality helps us explore, understand, and, at times,
connect with each other, our world and the observable universe, our individual and
collective journeys toward moral truth, and to those things that are outside of our cor-
poreal selves. This description of spirituality reflects an important notion that applies
to spiritual and non-spiritual matters—that of interrelation. A commonality amongst
Onkwehon:we across the territories and beyond that is worthy of mention in this discus-
sion, is the recognition of an interrelatedness and interconnectedness of all things in life
as a recurring theme. This interconnectedness may be understood as an internal feature of
Onkwehon:we worldviews and may be similar to how non-Indigenous peoples approach
their religious or spiritual journeys. The capacity to experience interconnection in a spiri-
tual way may inform how an individual relates to others and substantiates the importance

of the holistic Onkwehon:we lens and how it governs how one lives. As Archibald (2014)
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intimated, the emotional, spiritual, physical, and mental realms do not exist or operate
independently of one another, but instead are interconnected. Because of how these
realms overlap with one another, it is sometimes said that it is difficult—even inappro-
priate—to consider their utility individually. The seven-generations principle that is held
by many Onkwehon:we is also an outworking of this interrelatedness; that our actions
have consequences and we must consider how our descendants are affected by our actions
not just in the present but in the future. We are interrelated, therefore we bear responsibi-
lities toward one another.

Essential to upholding interrelatedness is the notion that has perhaps been not as
robust as it once was within the commons of social interface: responsibility. Deer and
Heringer (2024) studied how Onkwehon:we Elders and Knowledge-Keepers apprehended
their own moral journeys and those of others within their orbit. The stories that were heard
in this study described important obligations and duties that were taken up by these Elders
and Knowledge-Keepers. These commitments were acted upon within their communities
with a view to help sustain their fellow community members and the sorts of Onkwehon:we
knowledge that were so important to their cultural identities. As many of these participants
lived and worked in their respective communities and were affiliated with universities, their
responsibilities often involved protection—protection of Onkwehon:we knowledge, stories,

and ceremonies, and the meaning that is stored in all of these things.

The Influence of Christian Belief

Christianity has a centuries-long legacy in Onkwehon:we communities across the territo-
ries. As such, there are many Onkwehon:we peoples who hold beliefs that fit a traditional
spiritual frame and are informed by Christian orientations. My community roots may of-
fer a good example of this. Although I learned some of the central tenets of what may be
regarded as traditional Kanien’kehé:ka spirituality as a young child, I was also a baptized
Catholic who was taught in school by a nun and did, in these formative years, develop
within a belief system that was largely Christian in nature. This “bi-religious” upbrin-
ging had real consequences when it comes to the content of belief, and I would believe it
wrong to regard this situation as one of religious synchronicity.

The influence of Christian views—especially those related to moral action and

obedience to a creator deity—had such an influence upon my growth as a member of
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a Kanienkeha’ka community, to the extent that I struggled to distinguish between my
traditional orientations toward spirituality and those of the Christian faith and culture.
The central tenets of Christian faith, such as those of the Decalogue, were a perennial
aspect of educational and cultural discussion and concern and occurred concurrently with
frequent and focused exploration of traditional practices such as those associated with
Longhouse ceremonies and those of the Hatowi (a society of people who bore responsi-
bility for certain medicinal practices). My aunt, who had a role in providing me with

my Kanien’kehd name, was fluent in our language but was also a committed Christian.
It is perhaps fortunate that in my community, both forms of faith were able to coexist
even within individual families. Schools were supportive of this and employed teachers
and community Knowledge-Keepers with expertise and experience to support learning
in these areas. In conversation with other Onkwehon:we outside of the Rotinonshén:ni
Confederacy, I’ve learned that in some communities such coexistence is not quite as for-
thcoming and the Christian faith is the prevailing orientation.

In Kahnawake, efforts to provide space for the exploration of the prevailing
belief systems were made by schools and community members. These efforts were made
because it was understood that these systems of belief oriented community members in
terms of cultural identity and informed how they went about their lives. These efforts
also brought Elders and Knowledge-Keepers into my life at a very early age. My expe-
riences are one example of how spiritual orientations were present in my community and
how schools supported their exploration and celebration. There is a diversity of belief
and experience amongst the Onkwehon:we related to spirituality and religion that is too
vast to cover in this essay. Some have a relatively well-codified set of spiritual principles
that are stored and protected by groups such as Midewewin societies, whilst others are
oriented toward less-defined yet heavily experiential practices (Friesen, 2000). Archibald
(2014) reminds us that “each Aboriginal nation has particular traditions, protocols, and
rules concerning stories and the way that stories are to be told for teaching and learning
purposes” (p. 83), which must therefore be respected. The point that ought to be conside-
red here is the manner in which spiritual belief features in Onkwehon:we consciousness
and the journey to come to understand the spiritual orientations of specific Onkwehon:we

communities and orientations.
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Closing Thoughts:
Exploring Onkwehon:we Spirituality in Schools

In this era of reconciliation, teachers and schools have begun to consider how
Onkwehon:we perspectives related to spirituality and ceremony may be useful in sup-
porting learning of the Onkwehon:we experience. As one who studies Indigenous educa-
tion and supports pre-service teachers in schools, I have borne witness to many teachers
including Onkwehon:we teachings (such as those of the Seven Sacred Teachings) in their
classrooms. These teachings are believed to be traditional aspects of a moral framework
espoused by, among others, the Anishinaabe peoples. Baskin et al. (2012) explained that
the Seven Sacred Teachings may be understood as a framework that can support the
necessary and deliberate exercise of “coming to know and trying to understand...[which]
encompasses the overarching picture as we try to understand both the past and the pres-
ent” (p. 194). Many schools that have explored Onkwehon:we perspectives in their pro-
gramming are using these teachings in some manner, especially in primary schools. Ef-
forts to explore their meaning and use in curricular terms and in school-based ceremonial
exercises have become more frequent. When exploring the inter-personal opportunities
that may be inherent in the use of the Seven Sacred Teachings, other frames for conditio-
ning peer-to-peer interface are frequently cited, such as the Four R’s (respect, relevance,
reciprocity, and responsibility; Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991), which is done in an effort to
normalize use of the teachings through an approach that supports social harmony.

Whilst growing up in my home community of Kahnawake, the older people—
from whom students occasionally had the opportunity to learn—would explore spiritua-
lity and ceremony with a similar interpersonal frame that was not as formalized or deli-
neated as the Four R’s but was still rather powerful. They appeared to operate from the
position that righteousness and appropriate peer-to-peer interface were more of a contex-
tual exploration where some teachings and moral imperatives were more important than
others, depending on the situation. It may be understood as an approach in which certain
moral precepts such as truth and courage may be prioritized depending on the context in
which the individual finds themself. In spite of this landscape, and the dynamic nature
that might be present within it, the older people would be rather firm on a notion that may

be stated like this: that truth should be understood as the highest human principle.
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The Onkwehon:we teaching of truth, as explored earlier, bears some similarities to
classical Western philosophical views on truth, belief formation, and justification. As one
of the Seven Sacred Teachings, truth in this frame may be understood as a factual claim,
as a claim that is true insofar as it fits within a system of other truths, or how it may be
pragmatic to make a truth claim in certain situations (Blackburn, 2018). In an age of
resurgence amongst the Onkwehon:we of these territories, I feel compelled to situate this
understanding in terms that are aligned with our traditional understandings. In my lan-
guage, the word “Orihwi:i0” is used to communicate the term “truth.” However, this term
may be understood as a way that departs from the conceptual representations of Black-
burn cited above. In my language, this word has a sense of “goodness” situated within it.
A relative of mine reminded me recently that the term Orihwi:io may be best understood
to mean something like “a good matter.” I don’t believe this is a trivial observation, as
this not only reflects a traditional view of this important term but also affects our unders-
tanding of the term and its use. There are similar issues of meaning resident in how the
Anishinaabe and Cree peoples understand the term “truth” in their traditional languages
and understandings. With an exploration of spiritual frames can come the opportunity to
learn important aspects of the unique manifestations of Onkwehon:we knowledge, which
are crucial to the reconciliatory process.

Given that the field of Indigenous education has become a burgeoning area of at-
tention in primary and secondary education in Canada, the manner through which prima-
ry and secondary schools may engage in Onkwehon:we content in the various provincial
jurisdictions may merit some brief exploration. Some jurisdictions have focused almost
exclusively on how history and social studies may reflect Onkwehon:we perspectives. For
example, the provincial social studies curriculum in the province of Manitoba explores

the topic of “Aboriginal” spirituality and defines it thusly:

From an Aboriginal perspective, spirituality refers to a way of seeing the
world as created by a principle that is ever present and always active. This
perspective involves a total way of life and affirms balance and harmony
with the land. The practices associated with this way of life create and main-
tain a sense of Aboriginal identity and membership within one’s family,
community, and nation/people. These practices honour the traditions, cus-
toms, and symbols that Aboriginal people have inherited from their ances-
tors. (Province of Manitoba, 2003, p. 142).

Canadian Journal of Education / Revue canadienne de 1’éducation 47:3 (2024)
WWW.cje-rce.ca


http://www.cje-rce.ca

Onkwehon:we Spirituality and the Reconciliatory Journey in Canadian Education 603

A smaller number of schools have ventured to develop mathematics and science curri-
cula with Onkwehon:we content and perspectives. Saskatchewan’s science curriculum
affirms regional views (e.g., the Cree peoples) of spirituality as an important aspect of
Onkwehon:we knowledge. To situate Onkwehon:we spirituality for the benefit of science

educators, their curriculum states that:

Traditional knowledge is a cumulative body of knowledge, know-how,
practices and representations maintained and developed by peoples with
extended histories of interaction with the natural environment. These so-
phisticated sets of understandings, interpretations and meanings are part and
parcel of a cultural complex that encompasses language, naming and clas-
sification systems, resource use practices, ritual spirituality, and worldview.
(Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 14)

There are many different areas of scholastic concern that may be conducive to inclu-

sion of Onkwehon:we perspectives. Yet there appears to be one topic that is (however
intended or unintended) common across school initiatives in Canada—that of spirituality.
There are not many observations or assumptions that need to be cited to make this claim
somewhat robust. When called upon to speak about topics of Onkwehon:we history, trea-
ty understanding, biology, and other areas of disciplinary concern, Onkwehon:we Elders,
Knowledge-Keepers, and community members will frequently situate spiritual understan-
dings through narrative discourse as a response. We are now at a time when there is less
controversy in planning ceremonies and powwows in schools, as well as less resistance to
the inclusion of Onkwehon:we Elders in school planning and learning.

There are now several different types of “sources” from which we may draw direc-
tion and even inspiration on how to enable spiritual exploration in our schools. In addi-
tion to the curricular sources of the sort that are cited above, as well as those community
sources that inform extracurricular activities such as powwows, the aforementioned Truth
and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s (TRC) final report and 94 Calls to Action
have identified the need for improved school programming for Canadian children and
youth. Calls such as those associated with “Education for Reconciliation” (Calls to Action
62 to 65) have been rightfully interpreted as requiring the support of the Onkwehon:we
community—as the saying goes, “Nothing about us without us.” The inclusion of
Onkwehon:we spiritual orientations into school programming requires the support of (and,

where necessary, assent by) the Onkwehon:we from whom those orientations emanate.
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The opportunities for schools to work closely with Onkwehén:we commu-
nity members may yield the most widely observable episodes of celebration of the
sort that would inspire much pride—ceremonies that are informed by the expertise of
Onkwehon:we spiritual leaders such as community Knowledge-Keepers can be truly
affirming and at times celebratory. As intimated earlier, these extracurricular events
ought not be regarded as the only avenue through which such inclusion should occur.
The examples from the curriculum of the two Canadian provinces cited above include
elements of curricular mapping that can support teachings in their journey to integrate
these elements into their academic programming. In some areas of the curriculum, such
as mathematics and science, it may seem challenging to take this step. In some instances,
explicit direction may not be forthcoming for whatever reason; a teacher of a subject at
an applied level of study in high school (e.g., Grade 12 chemistry) may experience diffi-
culty marshalling support and resources in their immediate spheres of work. In order to
seriously address any part of the curriculum for which one is responsible to teach and in-
tegrate Onkwehon:we perspectives, one must also take the responsibility to discover and
to continue to learn seriously. There is an emerging body of academic work and profes-
sional resources—including community-based resources such as Elders and Knowledge-
Keepers—that are available to help educators and schools explore this issue. The work of
Onkwehon:we scholars such as Cash Ahenakew, Blair Stonechild, and James Vukelich
Kaagegaabaw provide valuable insight into the spiritual dimensions of Onkwehon:we
knowledge, community culture, and worldviews. Support in this area is growing in Cana-
da and the reconciliatory journey is all the better for it.

We have borne witness to increased and improved initiatives by many schools to
include Onkwehon:we spirituality in their academic and non-academic programming. At
times this has been down to the initiative of a small number of school staff, frequently
with the support and encouragement of community members. In other instances, these
activities are the result of school- or district-wide efforts (led or supported by school
leadership) to incorporate aspects of their students’ cultural identities. Changes of these
sorts have not been easy and have required much effort and diplomacy. In spite of the
challenges, the efforts of brave advocates for Onkwehon:we education have helped to
create spaces in our schools for the exploration of such spiritual journeys. Although I’ve
focused upon the spiritual orientations of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples in this

essay, the notion that spiritual and religious frames may positively affect all peoples’ jour-
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neys toward moral truth and well-being is one that schools should not supress. Instead,
we should be sharing in spaces of harmonious engagement. As discussed earlier, this is an

essential part of the reconciliatory journey.
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