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A two day gathering for children, families, early years educators, Grandmothers, and 
Knowledge Keepers to (re)establish good relationships with each other and the Land.
Family-friendly workshops will include introductions to Ojibwe Circle, Water Walk, Big 
Drum (Toronto Council Fire Youth), Jingle Dress dancing, Sacred Fire, Handdrumming, 
Anishinaabe Cooking, Medicine Walk and Environmental Inquiry, and the Moccasin 
Identifier Art Project from Mississaugas of the Credit First Nation. 

Cost: $160.00 (Free for Indigenous families and educators)

For more information or to register, visit: www.yrnature.ca

LAND AS OUR FIRST TEACHER:
Establishing and Maintaining Relationships

Saturday, April 27 – Sunday, April 28, 2019  
at the Kortright Centre for Conservation 

In collaboration with: A program of:

pictured below: poster used to promote the event
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lighting the fire:
the spirit of learning

“The heart is our connection 
to Spirit, which in turn is what 
unifies all things. The heart is the 
seat of the fire igniting our whole 
being. We gain understanding and 
knowledge most meaningfully 
in relation to the inner spark 
that lights the fire of learning, 
rather than when learning is 
externally imposed.” 
(Anderson, Comay, & Chiarotto, 2017, p.58)

The ember that lit the fire for Land as Our First Teacher: Establishing and Maintaining Relationships 
began with the realization of Dr. Diane Kashin RECE (YRNC Chair) and other longstanding contributors 
to York Region Nature Collaborative (YRNC) that their work to connect children and families with nature 
needed to include Indigenous voices. 

After Diane and I collaborated on an outdoor learning workshop for TV Ontario, Diane invited me to 
share my perspective on the Indigenous principles of Reciprocity, Respect, Responsibility, and Relevance 
as they relate to establishing and maintaining relationships with Indigenous Community in the context 
of Early Learning and Child Care at The Rhythm of Learning in Nature 2018 (Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991; 
TRC, 2015). 

While I do not identify as “Indigenous” because of my English and Eastern European families, I do not 
identify as “non-Indigenous” because of my Lenni Lenape blood and adoption by Traditional Ojibwe 
Gokoomis (Grandmother) Jacque(line) Lavalley and the Marten Clan. My responsibility is to walk at 
the edge of the bush, at the edge of Indigenous and non-Indigenous worlds, and act as a ceremonial 
helper and messenger.

Headings are quoted from Doug Anderson’s writing, who presented at Land as Our First Teacher 2019 and cited as: 
Anderson D., Comay J., and Chiarotto L. (2017). Natural Curiosity 2nd Edition: A Resource for Educators. The Importance of Indigenous 
Perspectives in Children’s Environmental Inquiry. Toronto: The Laboratory School at the Dr. Eric Jackman Institute of Child Study.
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Therefore, when I was asked to keynote YRNC’s annual Spring 
Conference at Kortright Centre for Conservation, I introduced the 
concept of allowing Ceremony to “keynote” a conference centred 
in Indigenous Knowledge by engaging my Elders, Gokoomis 
Jacque Lavalley and Grandmother Vivian Recollet, with the 
Traditional offering of semaa (tobacco) and a metre of 100% 
cotton cloth. By accepting this gift of reciprocity, they offered their 
service, guidance, and relations to bring about Land as Our First 
Teacher: Establishing and Maintaining Relationships in a good way. 

In the same way that a Traditional Fire Keeper offers semaa 
before lighting a Sacred Fire, this act of engaging Elders lit the 
spiritual fire six months before the physical Fire was lit on 
Saturday, April 27, 2019. In keeping with this Traditional Protocol, 
every facilitator that presented at Land as Our First Teacher 
was gifted with tobacco, cloth, and honorarium to ask them to 
share their knowledge in a good way with the Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous children, families, and Early Years educators 
that would attend the event. This protocol was then continued 
throughout the conference by offering semaa to the Land, the 
Sacred Fire, and to all the adult participants so that they could 
give their thanks to the Land and her teachers.

gokoomis Jacque Lavalley

grandmother vivian recollet

lighting the fire: The SpiriT of Learning



In recent years, the Italian innovations 
of Reggio Emilia have become part 
of Ontario’s Early Years landscape to 
the point where concepts such as the 
“environment as third teacher” are now 
part of Ontario’s Kindergarten Curriculum 
(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016,  
p. 29 citing Gandini, 1998). From 
Indigenous worldviews, the “environment” 
is the first teacher. In fact, there is no 
concept of an “environment” as separate 
from our relationships to our collective 
first family: Mother Earth and Father Sky; 
Grandfather Sun and Grandmother Moon 
(Benton-Banai, 1988; Anderson, Comay, 
& Chiarotto, 2017; Hart, 2002). While not 
everyone may relate to that cosmology, 
considering Land (with a capital “L”) as a 
“sentient conscious being” (Styres, 2017, 
p.38) was the essential inspiration of  
Land as Our First Teacher.  
 
Similarly, “Establishing and Maintaining 
Relationships” directly quotes the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission’s Final 
Report (2015, p.6) and resonates with 
Early Childhood Educators’ (ECEs) 
growing understanding of the importance 
of quality relationships in early childhood 
development (Ontario Ministry of 
Education, 2014; Clinton, 2019).  
The Spirit of Land as Our First Teacher: 
Establishing and Maintaining Relationships 
was therefore centred in Indigenous 
worldviews in relation to key concepts 
of early childhood education in Ontario 
for the benefit of both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous children, families, and 
educators in the Land-based context of 
Kortright Centre for Conservation along 
the Humber River in Vaughan, Ontario.

lighting the fire: The SpiriT of Learning



Once our inner fire is lit, powerful 
roots can emerge from our core, 
anchoring us in our place in ways 
that serve our higher and inner 
purpose. We know why we are here, 
and our affinity with the world is 
personally felt and embodied. Our 
Spirit permeates our place, and 
our place permeates our Spirit.”
(Anderson, Comay, & Chiarotto, 2017, p.82)

If “Lighting the Fire” begins from an inspired source or seed, then the act of “Sending out Roots” 
grows naturally as the manifestation of that intent. These roots therefore emerged from engaging 
those Grandmothers as an act of Truth and Reconciliation in relation to the Spirit of “establishing and 
maintaining a mutually respectful relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in this 
country” (TRC, 2015, p.6). 

Rather than drawing Indigenous community into a pre-established, non-Indigenous agenda, the offering 
of semaa and willingness to allow Ceremony to keynote the event meant that the conference had 
Indigenous roots connected to the Land. Because of those roots, the relationships that were formed first 
through those Grandmothers, and then with the invited presenters, followed relationships to community 
and Land. This relational accountability meant that the relationships were powerfully relevant to the 
context which sent out roots to create an unprecedented event. 

Through this Traditional process, the event grew from its past attendance of 130 participants and a 
hand full of presenters to include 253 Indigenous and non-Indigenous children, educators, and families 
and more than 20 Indigenous presenters. The presentations included in the event are listed on the 
subsequent pages.

sending out roots:
grounding learning in place
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opening and closing ceremonies, 
introduction to oJibwe talking circle 
Traditional ojibwe grandmother, Jacque Lavalley, 
marten Clan, Shawanaga first nation

Families and educators were introduced to Traditional Ojibwe 
Ceremony and protocol and were invited to hear how Ojibwe 
are continuing to relate to the Land and each other in this, 
their sacred territory, in relation to their 40,000-year history 
in this place.

water walk 
grandmother and Knowledge Keeper, vivian recollet, 
bigasohn Kwe, Turtle Clan, Wikwemikong first nation

Introduced families and educators to an Anishinaabe approach 
to loving and respecting the Humber River and its importance 
to the people and all of Creation.

A hands-on introduction to Land-based cooking with the Three 
Sisters (Corn, Beans, and Squash) over an open fire served 
as an introduction to this traditional staple of the Wendat, 
Hodensaunee, and Anishinaabeg.

Provided a land-based introduction to the four branches of 
Natural Curiosity’s pedagogy that begins to consider Indigenous 
perspectives in relation to principles of environmental inquiry.

land-based introduction to 
natural curiositY 2nd edition 
doug anderson (métis author), 
haley higdon (program director), 
rosa na (program Coordinator)

cooking with candace 
Candace esquimaux, marten Clan, first nations 
from Manitoulin Island, Candace’s Catering

introduction to anishinaabe medicines 
roy and Shay-lee Strebel, Thessalon first nation

This father-daughter team introduced families and educators 
to the Four Sacred Medicines of Anishinaabeg: Tobacco, Cedar, 
Sage, and Sweetgrass.
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moccasin identifier proJect 
Carolyn King, mississaugas of the Credit first nation (mCfn)

Families and educators were introduced to an initiative by MCFN 
to stencil historically accurate Anishinaabe, Hodenoshaunee, 
Huron-Wendat, and Cree moccasin prints on Traditional 
Territories to raise awareness of Indigenous Land. 

introduction to traditional fire teachings 
John moore, fire Keeper, mushkegowuk Cree first nation

With the help of Gérard Boudreau, Wabenaki First Nation, families 
and educators were introduced to the Sacred Fire, the Four Sacred 
Medicines, and their importance to Indigenous peoples.

introduction to indigenous historY and land 
through pow wow dance
brianna olsen, briar, and Toronto Council fire youth

Introduced families and educators to the Jingle Dress Dance and Big 
Drum by learning about the protocols and history behind this important 
Pow Wow Dance. Brianna and Briar also demonstrated the mentoring 
relationships required to pass on this Traditional Knowledge.

sending out roots: grounding Learning in pLaCe

oJibwiikaan earlY Years program 
henry pitawanakwat

As the Anishinaabemowin (Anishinaabe language) expert working 
with Ojibiikaan’s Early Years project, Henry shared his perspective 
about the importance of Land, Language, and Early Learning.

hand drumming with the indigenous network 
Tabitha Shurgold and natalie Zive

As a key partner in developing the conference format as a family 
event, Tabitha organized transportation and offered an introduction 
to hand drumming for all the families and educators. They also 
played a vital role in the opening and closing ceremonies.

toronto aboriginal eco tours | allan Colley

Allan shared knowledge of growing up and learning the 
Land along the Humber River that Kortright is connected to. 
He introduced families and educators to his relations to 
the plants and animals Indigenous to this urban ecosystem.
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Eurocentric thought tends to study how 
disparate things may or may not be connected 
by looking at their tangible manifestations. 
Indigenous perspectives are more oriented 
to how all things are related from within, on 
the basis of their spiritual reality. When we 
see everything in creation as coming from 
and containing Spirit, we are more inclined 
to try to understand the sacred aspects and 
inner essence of things. At this higher level, 
everything is related. If we respect these 
relationships, they become vital to how we 
see, feel, think, learn, and live.”

(Hampton, 1993, cited by Anderson, Comay, 
& Chiarotto, 2017, p.104)

Relationships are key to both early learning (Clinton, 2019), and Indigenous worldviews (Smith, 2012; 
Styres, 2017; Wilson, 2008; TRC, 2015). While non-Indigenous views tend to think of relationships only 
being relevant between human beings, relational accountability from Indigenous perspectives connects 
with every layer of Creation, human and non-human (Cajete, 2015; Styres, 2017). Therefore, considering 
the successes and challenges of Land as Our First Teacher: Establishing and Maintaining Relationships 
needs to be considered from multiple levels of accountability. 

From Indigenous perspectives, storytelling or anecdotes have the highest level of relational accountability 
(Archibald, 2008; Styres, 2017; Simpson, 2014). Amongst the anecdotes shared by the Knowledge 
Keepers that participated in the event, there was a theme of “waking up”: waking up the Land, Spirit, 
the children, and ancestral memories with sound of the Drum, Ceremony, and that Sacred Fire. This was 
the first event like this at Kortright Centre in anyone’s memory. See some of the other Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous anecdotes on the next page. 

the flow of knowledge:
everYthing is related
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the flow of knowledge: everyThing iS reLaTed

“When I woke up on Sunday morning, 
I was woke just before 6 a.m. by a bird 

happily chirping away outside my window. 
Immediately, I was grateful for the sound of the 

bird as my mind went directly to Elder Jaque’s 
story of the robin and the cardinal, instead 

of a more typical reaction of being annoyed 
by being woken early. This started the day off 

right and made me aware of the impact the 
experience the day before had on me.”

“This was the first time that my mom 
stated that she is Mik’maq and she is 60. 
It was beautiful and amazing.”

“Seeing intergenerational interaction between 
Elders and grandchildren really hit me and 

made me think in a new way about the impacts 
of residential schools and the 60s scoop.” 

“I have been participating in outdoor 
workshops for years, but this is the first 
time I could include my family!”

“I was honestly surprised that my daughter wanted to come 
back on Sunday. Normally, she would choose to go to her 
baseball game. Thanks for giving her such an opportunity.”
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In addition, data was also collected from 45 
of 232 participants via an online survey that 
was emailed to all participants two weeks 
after the conference that combined open-
ended questions with a five point Likert 
scale (excellent, very good, good, acceptable, 
unsatisfactory) for each aspect of the event. 
Booking Process, Registration, Catering, 
and Facilities were either “excellent” or 
“very good” for 85% of the respondents 
with some suggestions made to improve 
the workshop selection process and the 
lunch hour flow. 48% of respondents 
rated the Opening and Closing Ceremonies 
as “excellent” or “very good.” The open-
ended responses indicated that 60% of the 
respondents had difficulty hearing the Elder 
speak and 24% mentioned being challenged 
by Traditional protocols related to those 
Ceremonies. With the exception of two of 
the workshops, the majority of respondents 
felt the workshops were “excellent” or “very 
good” especially those who were able to 
attend the Moccasin Identifier Project with 
Carolyn King and Introduction to Indigenous 
History and Land Through Pow Wow Dance 
with Brianna Olsen.

While the weekend was not without its challenges and was the first event of its kind for YRNC and 
Toronto Region Conservation Authority (TRCA), it had a profound effect on many people that both 
challenged and inspired. One respondent articulated both sides of this experience in such a beautiful way: 

“I was shocked to hear the words of the Elder on the Sunday morning. I was 
shocked by her abruptness, and, in the moment, it felt very hard to hear and 
sit with. As her words have settled in, it has shaken awake a part of me that 
realizes how disconnected I am from my ancestors. It’s been both challenging 
to sit with, and a huge gift, as for the first time I feel my ancestors within me. 
It’s hard to explain. I’m grateful for the shifting it has opened in me, and I’m not 
sure where it takes me from here. It adds complexity and at the same time it is 
helping me find more sure-footedness as I contemplate and come to a greater 
understanding of what my role is in reconciliation. It’s the biggest takeaway 
from the weekend for me.”
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“If we have been able to find some spark that 
lights the learning process, if we can find a 
way to stand more firmly in our place, and 
if we can gather in that place and begin to 
assemble our knowledge, then we have a 
powerful basis for acting in the world. The 
application of our learning now becomes 
a living, breathing way of life… Indigenous 
cultures place great value on reciprocity. This 
value is expressed through cultural practices 
of giving when we need to receive something.”

(Anderson, Comay, & Chiarotto, 2017, p.134)

breathing with the world:
applied learning through reciprocitY

Land as Our First Teacher 2019 was the first effort by YRNC and their parent organization TRCA to centre 
their annual Spring Conference around learning from Indigenous Community. Rather than simply include 
Indigenous Knowledge Keepers as part of pre-established, non-Indigenous agenda, YRNC and TRCA 
took steps to allow Land as Our First Teacher to be led by the advice of the Anishinaabe Grandmothers, 
Jacque Lavalley and Vivian Recollet. By offering semaa and cloth to those Knowledge Keepers before the 
event, YRNC acted with reciprocity by “giving when we need to receive something” (Anderson, Comay, & 
Chiarotto, 2017, p.134). This traditional practice was extended by the organizers to make the weekend 
free for Indigenous families and educators. If not for our sustained efforts to establish an Indigenous 
Education Fund through Toronto and Region Conservation Foundation (formerly the Living City 
Foundation), Land as Our First Teacher would have never been able to take this critical step of reciprocity. 
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Funds raised through this initiative meant that Land as Our First Teacher was able to accommodate 30 
Indigenous presenters and their families in addition to 62 sponsored spots for self-identified Indigenous 
educators and The Indigenous Network families to (re)connect with the Land and the Traditional 
teachings. The Indigenous Education Fund allowed for sponsorship support to come from the Lawson 
Foundation, The Indigenous Network, Louise Kool and Galt, Pearson Publishing, Scholar’s Choice, 
Wintergreen, The Silver Moccasin, Natural Learning Early Childhood Consultancy, Natural Curiosity, and 
York Child Development Family Services Inc. through the Bev Bernier Professional Development Fund, 
which, in turn, supported a silent auction and the purchase of 50 Indigenous children’s books from Good 
Minds Bookstore from Six Nations of the Grand River Territory.

While these acts of reciprocity made Land as Our First Teacher 2019 the success that it was, they  
strained the financial policies of YRNC and their parent company TRCA. Past practice was that the annual 
Spring Conference was funded by participant and vendor fees. TRCA budget approval required accounting 
policies that were restrictive and prohibitive and these acts of reciprocity fell outside their usual way 
of doing business. Similarly, the legal structure and insurance requirements of TRCA vendor contracts 
proved too onerous for Indigenous artisans and businesses who had no established relationships with 
YRNC or TRCA and resulted in no Indigenous vendors participating in the event. Only the non-Indigenous 
organizations of Parent Books and Natural Curiosity were able to meet TRCA requirements for selling 
their products at Kortright. 

In reflecting on the successes and challenges of Land as Our First Teacher: Establishing and Maintaining 
Relationships, one of the key themes that emerged was that this event was about establishing 
relationships and that going forward, our work will be about growing and maintaining these 
relationships. While the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Report and 94 Calls to Action (2015) 
came out of a legal framework that specifically targets actions by government, the Commission also states 
that “reconciliation is about establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful relationship between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in this country” and that it also requires “reconciliation with the 
natural world” (TRC, 2015, p.6, 18). These are not just Indigenous concerns, but human concerns that 
need to start with our youngest learners and their families. Because Indigenous Knowledge has always 
focused on relationships, family, and the natural world, Land as Our First Teacher took the important step 
to honour this Traditional Way first. However, the key will be to “assemble our knowledges” and “walk 
together” with “kindness and respect” (Anderson, Comay, & Chiarotto, 2017; Government of Ontario, 
2016, p.2; Lawson Foundation, 2019) as it is the strengths of both ways of seeing (Martin, 2012) that will 
benefit Early Learning and Child Care the most. 
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A Two-Eyed Seeing approach (Martin, 2012) can bring the 
strengths of early years research (Science of Early Childhood 
Development, 2019) and Traditional Indigenous Knowledges 
to respond specifically to Calls to Action #12: “We call upon 
the federal, provincial, territorial, and Aboriginal governments 
to develop culturally appropriate early childhood education 
programs for Aboriginal families” (TRC, 2015).

YRNC and TRCA have 
shown that they are in 
a unique position because 
of their established 
relationships within the 
early learning community, 
conservation lands, and 
their growing relationships 
with Indigenous community 
from Land as Our First 
Teacher: Establishing and 
Maintaining Relationships 
2019. Going forward, 
it will be critical for 
these non-Indigenous 

organizations to continue to make space for Indigenous 
leadership and Indigenous principles to guide our collective 
work of “walking together” (Government of Ontario, 2016; 
Lawson Foundation, 2019). Centering our work in holistic 
perspectives of community development for children, youth, 
parents/educators, and Elders in relation to the broad 
concept of Land as Our First Teacher will be critical to 
walking together in a good way. Walking together requires 
maintaining relationships through reciprocity, respect, and 
a mutual sense of responsibility. While these principles are 
simply part of living a good life, people who are doing these 
things for the benefit of community are often called Helpers 
(Hart, 2002). Gokoomis Jacque Lavalley pointed out that 
helping children and families in a Land-based context could 
be called ‘Mother Earth Helpers’ (June 2019, Oral Tradition). 
While this is a role that everyone, regardless of cultural 
background, worldview, or age can aspire towards, it offers 
particular guidance to ECEs working with children out in 
the Land. Because of the positionality of YRNC and TRCA as 
“outsiders” to Indigenous community and knowledge, but 
“insiders” within the Early Years, conservation lands and 
communities, their greatest influence can be in supporting 
access to Land and professional learning for ECEs so that 
they can become lead Mother Earth Helpers for both 
children and families (Smith, 2012). 
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In order to truly embody “Breathing with the World: Applied Learning through Reciprocity,” it is 
recommended that YRNC and TRCA pursue a constellation of professional learning opportunities that 
include children and families and the big idea of Land as Our First Teacher on an annual cycle that mirrors 
a natural cycle. That way ECEs can take a natural, self-directed approach to their professional inquiry.  
 
For example:

“an indigenous lense  
on natural curiositY”

land-based ece professional learning  
growing from the seed of the  

april 2019 conference

spring Lighting the Fire:  
The Spirit of Learning

Land as Our First Teacher: Establishing and Maintaining 
Relationships (April 27-28 2019)

summer Sending Out Roots:  
Grounding Learning in Place

a) Land as Our First Teacher: Finding Our Rhythm  
     in Nature (August 19-23, 2019)
b) Land as Our First Teacher: EarthPLAY Pop Up  
     (August 24, 2019)

fall The Flow of Knowledge:  
Everything is Related

a) Land as Our First Teacher: A Bundle for Walking  
     Together proposal writing (August-September 2019)
b) Land as Our First Teacher: Forest and Nature  
     School Collaboration (Breath of Fresh Air Outdoor  
     Play Summit Sept 27-29, 2019)
c) Land as Our First Teacher: Bush Learning Centre  
     Lake St. George (Opening to Indigenous and  
     non-Indigenous daycares and kindergartens  
     Fall 2019) 
d) Land as Our First Teacher: Natural Curiosity in the  
     Early Years (November 2019)

winter
Breathing with the World:  
Applied Learning through  
Reciprocity

Land as Our First Teacher: Storytelling with Storypark 
(blended ECE professional learning connected to peda-
gogical documentation research with OISE/UT - Winter 
2020)

The big idea of Land as Our First Teacher hovers at the edge of Indigenous and non-Indigenous worldviews. 
This has encouraged a range of partnerships that can support walking together for the benefit of our 
youngest learners and the Land. While it is not expected that ECEs will participate in all of these professional 
learning opportunities, those that do will be supported in taking an ECE leadership role both within their 
existing communities of practice and within a growing network of Land as Our First Teacher practioners. 
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These ECE leaders can then mentor other ECEs in 
an evergrowing, networked circle of care that can 
naturally come forward to “light the fire” for other 
educators at Land as Our First Teacher: Establishing 
and Maintaining Relationships 2020. Crucial to 
supporting this growing professional learning 
community will be connecting this network through 
a blend of face-to-face experiences with digital, 
ongoing, place-based support for pedagogical 
documentation. This documentation will, in turn, 
lend itself to researching and developing a Land-
based, early years pedagogy that reflects “culturally 
appropriate early childhood education” (TRC, 2015) 
and suggests improved outdoor learning for all 
children in Early Learning and Child Care settings. 
While Land as First Teacher is already beginning 
to grow within existing YRNC/TRCA partnerships, 
bringing it to this wider scale will require a steady 
funding commitment to ensure sustainablity and 
accessibility for Indigenous and ECE communities.

breathing with the world: appLied Learning Through reCiproCiTy
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Murray | Page 8: Natural Curiosity/Invert Media | Page 10: Tanya Murray | Page 11: Natural Curiosity | Page 12: Indigenous Education 
Fund poster - Toronto and Region Conservation Foundation | Page 13: The Journey Together - Artwork by Donald Crétien; Photo of 
children walking through the forest - Hopi Martin | Page 15: Hopi Martin
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