“Nitohtamowin and Nisitohtamowin – Listening and Understanding” Report (2014)
Wetaskiwin Regional Public Schools
INTRODUCTION
Our starting place begins with the acknowledgement that we are located on Treaty Six Cree
Territory. Treaty Six was signed in 1876 at Fort Carlton in Saskatchewan. The area covers central
Alberta, Saskatchewan and parts of Manitoba, comprised of 50 First Nations.
Wetaskiwin borders the Maskwacis Cree Nation and serves a high percentage of Maskwacis
families. In September 2014, our First Nation Metis and Inuit (FNMI) student population was
twenty-six percent. However, in one half of our schools, approximately one in eight students are
identified FNMI, while one in three students are identified FNMI in the remaining schools. One
half of our FNMI students are living in Maskwacis Cree Nation.
We desire to have meaningful relationships with the Maskwacis 4 - Nations communities to
improve the services and quality of education for all students and families. This report outlines
some initiatives in 2013-2014 guided by the Maskwacis Education Council (MEC) that continue to
provide focus and direction for Wetaskiwin Regional Public Schools (WRPS) in order to address
the Board’s Priority to “enhance the success the First Nations students and encourage the active
involvement of their families.”
The report is organized in two sections. First, it reviews “what we did and why”. Then it reports
“how we did things and how we did”.
SECTION ONE: WHAT WE DID AND WHY
The purpose of the Maskwacis Education Council is to effectively communicate with First Nations
families and involve them in collaborative decision-making process. By involving families and
collaborating with them, there is a commitment to listen and acknowledge concerns and aspirations,
to ensure concerns and aspirations are reflected in direction undertaken, as well as to inform
families about how their input is influencing decisions. At the heart of this purpose is listening and
understanding.
Nitohtamowin and Nisitohtamowin – Listening and Understanding
“Nitohta” means to listen. It is a teaching mechanism in Cree culture that once said, you know it
means to listen, to pay attention to what is being shared or about to be shared. The Maskwacis
Education Council endeavors to give voice to First Nations families and community members by
listening to them.
Effective listening is deliberate. It starts with asking questions. It is also a result of paying
attention. It gives voice, providing families the opportunity to speak out. However, to be heard is
also to be understood. Answers in absence of responsive action will not sufficiently demonstrate
understanding. Effective listening involves the act of listening and the act of understanding. In
Cree, “Nitohtamowin” means the act of listening and “Nisitohtamowin” means the act of
understanding.
In 2014 we continued to listen in deliberate ways. We listened directly. We listened to families and
elders who attended Maskwacis Education Council meetings. We listened to families who
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participated in our spring conversations in the Buck Lake, Pigeon Lake and Wetaskiwin
communities. We listened to students. We listened to stories about students and families from our
Wahkotowin liaisons and our Wahkotowin teacher. We listened to our cultural adviser. We
listened to Council Members from the Maskwacis Education Authorities. We also listened in a
broader context. We listened to statements being gathered at the Truth and Reconciliation National
Event held in Edmonton. We listened to academia reflections about Aboriginal education. We
listened to Alberta Education for examples of “difference making”.
We also listened for understanding. While listening we paid attention. When listening we asked
questions. As a result of listening we reflected and learned. Upon listening we shared what we
learned, and when possible, acted responsively. Hence the name of this report - Nitohtamowin and
Nistohtamowin - Listening and Understanding. As we listen we gain and demonstrate
understanding.
At the Heart of Listening
Willie Ermine (2009) reminds us of the importance of attending to an ethical space between one
another. He said, “How human beings treat other human beings is based on our ethics; those things
that have been given to us by our ancestors, our parents. A lot of how we engage in our
relationships with other people are determined by these ethics.”
The Maskwacis Education Council constantly attends to ethical space by endeavoring to create safe
conversation spaces – opportunities for listening and understanding. When First Nations families
and community members meet with school district representatives they discuss what’s working and
what needs to improve. They report what differences are resulting from the changes being
implemented. A common purpose is the desire to improve the educational experience and outcomes
for Aboriginal students and all students. The common ground is seeing one another as people first,
possessing inherent value, valued beliefs and valued practices, before viewing differences through
biased cultural or societal lenses. Establishing a common ground mitigates concerns that learning
about differences becomes a path to discrimination. Finally, ethical space is a place of dialogue,
where people can construct societies <schools and communities> based on our humanness – not
prescriptions from the institutions or systems that try to run our lives (Willie Ermine, 2010).
Without an ethical space, the meaningful construction of new learning will fall short. This
attendance to ethical space is not only a practice that the Maskwacis Education Council uses to
advance its work, it is a model that is being developed for schools to follow.
The term, Nitohtamowin, has reverence when placed in context and said in the Cree language. We
have learned that within Wetaskiwin Regional Public Schools we need to start from a place of
listening in order for the right energy and respect to transpire in our relationship building process
with families, students, Maskwacis community, school communities, and staff.
This process involves more than simply listening:
Patience and trust are essential for preparing to listen to stories. Listening involves more
than just using the auditory sense. We must visualize the characters and their actions [or
what is being shared or about to be shared]. We must let our emotions surface. As the
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Elders say, it is important to listen with “three ears: two on the side of our heads and the
one that is in our heart. (Archibald, 2008, p. 8)
In my role as Trustee and Chair of the Maskwacis Education Council (MEC), my goal is to capture
the spirit of Nitohtamowin, through a variety of sources and, on behalf of the MEC, provide a report
that continues to refine our focus.
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada held its final National event at the
Shaw Conference Centre from March 27 – 30, 2014. It was attended by various WRPS students,
staff, trustees and community members. The profoundness of TRC has affected how we are
listening and how we are attending to relationships with families, students, and community.
For 116 years, thousands of Aboriginal children in Alberta were sent to Indian
Residential Schools funded by the federal government and run by the churches. They
were taken from their families and communities in order to be stripped of language,
cultural identity and traditions. Canada’s attempt to wipe out Aboriginal cultures failed.
But it left an urgent need for reconciliation between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
peoples. (TRC website, 2014)
Justice Murray Sinclair challenges all Canadians to know and respond to “How did we get to this
point?” And, “What are we going to do about it?” This is a Canadian story and every single person
deserves to be educated on this history and legacy. Reconciliation is working towards a new
relationship. It is a national journey for healing and reconciliation.
Truth and Reconciliation and the Wahkotowin Report
Wetaskiwin Regional Public Schools has embarked in a new relationship between Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal students, families, staff and communities. The need for the new relationship,
referred to by Justice Murray Sinclair, is echoed in the Wahkotowin Report (2013). In effect, the
outflowing of work from the Wahkotowin Report sets a path of healing and reconciliation in
Wetaskiwin Regional Public Schools.
Wahkotowin Report
In the Wahkotowin Report we listened and took action. It has challenged us to think how we can
live in a way that “embodies Wahkotowin”. Throughout the 2013-2014 school year we have been
continuing to listen, to learn, and to understand the impact of the direction we have taken. Simply
restated, we constantly ask ourselves, “Are we making a difference?”
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SECTION TWO: HOW WE DID THINGS and HOW WE DID
The balance of the report provides highlights capturing the spirit of how we are listening and how
we are attending to relationships with families, students, and community. We continue to listen,
learn, and be responsive.

Maskwacis Education Council Meetings
The council holds up to four meetings per year. Initial meeting was October 13th, 2011.
In 2012 – 2013 the council met three times.
In 2013 – 2014 the meeting schedule was as follows:
September 30, 2013 at WRPS Board Room
December 2, 2013 at WRPS Board Room
February 26, 2014 at WRPS Board Room
June 5, 2014 at Parkdale School
The Maskwacis Education Council is an opportunity to share information with parents/guardians. It
is an opportunity for parents to engage in a safe conversational space about how we can enhance
their child’s schooling experience. It is an opportunity for parent to be involved in making a
difference that might pertain to programming and services for First Nations students or school
system operations that pertains to First Nations students. In 2013-2014, the Maskwacis Education
Council provided background and guidance in the development of an administrative procedure that
addresses smudging in schools.
The Maskwacis Education Council provides guidance and assists me in my role as a Trustee. As an
appointed Trustee, I am not part of school/parent council whereas elected Trustees are part of
school/parent council that they represent.
As a go forward into 2014-2015 there is a requirement to document and submit reports to the
School Board.

Spring Parent/Guardian Meetings 2014
In 2013, we consulted with parents/guardians from four different communities:





Buck Mountain
Pigeon Lake
Wetaskiwin
Maskwacis

As a result of these gatherings the Wahkotowin Report was developed, adopted, and implemented
in schools. We wanted to continue an ongoing dialogue with families/guardians and to engage in the
question “Are we making a difference?” The purpose of these gatherings is to enhance the
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educational experiences of First Nations students within WRPS. Our goal is to continue to develop
strategies that are responsive.
Our spring meetings were hosted at:




Buck Mountain High School (April 24, 2014)
Falun Elementary School (May 1, 2014)
Queen Elizabeth School Junior High School (May 15, 2014)

The meetings were held in the evening between 5:00 – 8:00 pm. We offered transportation and
provided food. All parents/guardians were notified by letter, phone, Wahkotowin Liason contact,
Facebook, or word of mouth.
A working group meeting was held September 17, 2014 to discuss our spring meeting conversations
to highlight key learning messages. Working group consisted of Shauna Bruno, Brian Taje, Corrine
Desjarlais, Robbyn Erickson, and Trish Randolph–Beaver.
(See Appendix - parent responses from each site)

Are we making a difference?
Yes we are making a difference in the following ways:









Buck Mountain – breaking down barriers in order to have the students feel that they belong;
there is more interaction with all students. Decrease in Teachers labeling student.
Alder Flats – there is change that has occurred. Grandchildren feel better about attending
school. Families feeling more welcomed. Higher turn-out at PT meetings.
“We as Wahkotowin workers are building relationships and helping our teachers build those
relationships with parents, and parents don’t feel so threatened.” Parents appreciate this role
of the Wahkotowin Liason Workers. As one parent said, “your role is making a difference.”
Wetaskiwin Composite High School, First Eagle Feather Ceremony and Metis sashes at
graduation.
“This is a community that has something to offer ALL kids”
Norwood School – smudging story
Marie’s dream of hoop dancing

We heard there is need to attend to the follow:





Want to see the TRC incorporated into the schools/curriculum. Suggested this be
recommended at Board level to implement the 100 years – Residential School kit.
Aboriginal culture/history course … create understanding of history specific to Maskwacis.
Difference between holistic thinkers vs. linear thinkers.
“There’s not a total buy-in by the Teachers” … need a shift in attitudes.
Alder Flats – cultural component lacking.
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Improved in making family connections.
Understand protocol; cultural training with teachers, principal, and trustees.
Clearly communicate within community about what is happening in school. “Need to know
who is part of my child’s life.”
Clearly communicate who are the Wahkotowin workers.
Clearly communicate about “what’s in a name.” Provide depth in Wahkotowin.
Racism / Bullying
One Wahkotowin worker struggles with comments like “go take care of your FNMI kids” or
“drumming is too loud” … break myths with educators/teachers/trustees. Need to start with
teachers.
“As WRPS we need confidence in how to bring Elders in”
The disappointment of K&E Programs – “can’t give false hope.”

FNMI Grade 12 Student Exit Interviews – WCHS – June 12th, 2014
Facilitated by:
 Brian Taje, Associate Superintendent Instruction
 Gloria Rogers, WCHS Maskwacis Wahkotowin Success Coach
Returning to our goal in the Wahkotowin Report (2013), our goal was to develop strategies that are
responsive. One of the immediate strategies included engaging the Maskwacis Cree Students who
were exiting the educational system. Students were asked to discuss what helped them successfully
complete high school.
Students agreed family support is vital, and in its absence, support from a trusted caring adult.
Teachers make a difference. Students need to believe in themselves. They require knowledge of
opportunities, benefit from setting goals.
Wahkotowin Team Meeting – September 22, 2014
Associate Superintendent Instruction, Wahkotowin Liasons and Principals
Meeting held at Nipisihkopahk Education Authority Education Office
(See Appendix - meeting agenda)
The agenda can be summarized as follows:
Now that we are started, what are the sustainable practices we need to incorporate into our
program approach:




management practices
record keeping for work with students, parents and community
protocol

It remains vital to establish parent and community confidence and incorporate parent voice into
each school’s plan.
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Maskwacis Trustee Report
o Increased teachings from Elders attending Maskwacis Education Council meetings
and in our schools.
o May 16th, 2014 teachings the Board of Trustees received through its Cross Cultural
Awareness Plan from Roy and Judy Louis as well as Dwayne Donald. See Appendix
… attach notes provided by Krista Henderson)
o June 3, 2014 Joint meeting with WRPS Trustees and 4-Band Educational
Authorities. Full Attendance by WRPS Senior Central Administration.
o Trustee school visits throughout the 2013 – 2014 year
o July 2014 attendance at National Aboriginal Trustees Gathering (see Appendix…
notes)
o Relationship and support from Alberta Education FNMI Branch
o Wahkotowin team members

WRPS Stories
o WCHS graduation ceremony – Eagle Feather & Metis Sash
o Ceremonies and events in schools – CB McMurdo Round Dance; BMCS Mini Pow
Wow; school hosted events commemorating Aboriginal Day in June.
o Activities in schools – Cree clubs; Hoop Dancing
o Published stories in WRPS paper (provide link)
o WRPS participation in community ceremonies – Ermineskin Pow Wow, Battle River
Water Ceremony 2015

Reflections
What we are being deliberate about:
o Building a foundation
 Intentionality
 Sustainability
 Consistency
 Respectfully
 Transparency
 Openness
 Learning
o Voice of families
o Confidence in the Maskwacis community
o Responsive
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Answer our question?
o
o
o
o

Got Started
Need to build on the foundation
Need to develop a clearer focus
Areas of priority
 Address racism
 Address teacher understanding (what / how we’re teaching)
 Addressing knowledge systems
 Aboriginal philosophies
 Addressing what every student learns
 Identity

Do we need to reshape our priority?
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