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WHOLISTIC LEARNING

Fones is nervous about canoeing alone for the first time. A teacher and family 
members offer encouragement, rooting for Fones along the way. As a result, 
Fones feels more able to take on challenges and do well in school.

NARRATED MESSAGE // School can be a challenging place to be for Indig-
enous students. It is important to believe in each student’s potential even 
when they are struggling. Being aware of our traditional ways of knowing and 
learning can help us reach out to students and help them succeed. Our cul-
tures allow us to learn more about ourselves. When we join together we help 
nurture their whole well-being on intellectual, physical, spiritual and emotional 
levels. When students feel supported and have wholistic learning opportu-
nities, they feel more confident and able. They can grow as individuals and 
as part of a safe, strong and free community. Recognizing and believing in 
students’ abilities, strengths and understanding their unique learning needs 
promotes a lifetime’s worth of self confidence and self-esteem and the foun-
dation of academic and social success.

1. What are some of the messages in this film?

2. What different educational practices can we incorporate to ensure the 
success of Indigenous students?

3. How could we learn more about how students learn best?

4. How can we support caregivers to in turn support their children’s 
education at school and at home?

5. Are there families at our school that require additional support in order 
to enhance their children’s learning?

6. Who are the key people at our school, board or local Indigenous 
community who might help with this?

QUESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
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• As educators, we know that everyone learns at a different pace and in 
different ways. Culturally, many Indigenous students learn best through 
hands-on activities: by being out in nature, by singing and playing, by 
observing and practicing. Incorporating bodily/kinesthetic, musical and 
environmental teaching styles into daily activities will increase chances 
of student success.

• We can encourage students to share their optimal learning styles with 
us so that we can be more effective and they can have greater agency 
in their education.

• We can help our students realize their potential by evaluating their 
academic progress outside of the conventional bounds of literacy 
and numeracy.

• We can recognize that body language speaks volumes and transforms 
relationships, especially when the language of instruction is not the 
student’s or their caregivers’ mother tongue. Learning by observation is 
highly prized among Indigenous peoples. For the Inuit, for example, being 
at eye level, and not standing above the student, is natural and important.

• Actively listening is considered respectful. Many Indigenous students 
and their family members may have fairly long pauses in their speech. 
These pauses are not for lack of words; they are part of the culture.

• Teaching and learning is viewed as a community responsibility. Tradition-
ally, grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings, cousins, friends, neighbours 
and many others play a role in helping raise and educate children within 
the community. Connecting students to peers, family members and 
community supports can mean greater student success and a sense of 
achievement within a circle of care.

• It is important to understand that communication and learning may be 
hampered by a history of discrimination, stereotyping and non-accep-
tance. Relationship building is the key to overcoming these barriers.

• We can acknowledge that we also learn from our students. This can be 
humbling for us and empowering for them.

IDEAS AND STRATEGIES


