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ABSTRACT 

 This study shares the experiences of twenty-one Anishinabek youth from Pic River First 

Nation, Ontario, Canada in relation to how the Land
1
 is significant for their education and good 

health.  

 This thesis is meant as a small part of my familyôs role in protecting the Land; my 

upbringing and connections to my Anishinabek community have influenced my desire to learn 

about traditional education and its role in supporting Anishinabek learners. Understanding the 

significance of Land for Anishinabek youth and what they see as its connection to their 

education and health is important. These findings support the position that we should continue to 

keep the Land the way it is so our future generations can experience this too. 

 This research study contributes to the need to hear from Indigenous youth. The stories 

shared here reflect how Pic River Youth situate themselves and thrive from the Land, community 

and family in Pic River. Though there is research on Indigenous ways of knowing, and how 

Indigenous youth learn, there are fewer studies on how Land is significant for the youth, how the 

Land makes them feel, and how this contributes to their education and good health. In my 

findings, I heard that ñthe Land is everything.ò Miigwetch in sharing this journey with me. 

 

Figure 1. North Shore of Lake Superior, Marathon ON, Photo Credit, Diane M. Richmond 

                                                             
1 Land is capitalized throughout this thesis because of my belief that the word needs this emphasis and is a highly 

important concept for Anishinabek people. Capitalizing the word is my way of signifying this. Another term I could 

have used is Mother Earth, or Mama Aki which is the Anishinabek word for Land. While I was finishing my thesis, 
Bolivia was set to pass the Law of Mother Earth (in Spanish La Ley de Derechos de la Madre Tierra) granting nature  

rights and protections similar to humans (Deppe, 2012). This was initiated by Boliviaôs first Indigenous president, 

Evo Morales. A strong environmentalist, in 2009 Morales said: ñIf we want to safeguard mankind, then we need to 

safeguard the planet. That is the next major task of the United Nationsò (cited in Deppe, 2012). Bolivian foreign 

minister David Choquehuanca has also stated: ñOur grandparents taught us that we belong to a big family of plants 

and animalsé. We believe that everything on the planet forms part of a big family. We indigenous people can 

contribute to solving the energy, climate, food, and financial crises with our valuesò (cited in Deppe, 2012). I think 

that the work of Bolivia speaks to the relationship we as Anishnabek feel about Land in Pic River First Nation, 

Ontario Canada. We are all related! Gakina awiiya!  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION  

 The purpose of this study is to share the voices of youth from Pic River First Nation who 

expressed a desire to be a part of this study which looks at their relationship with the Land, with 

a specific focus on their education and health. This work is unique in Canada and globally where 

there is a lack of studies in this area, which I show in the literature review in Chapter Two. The 

stories of the youth of Pic River are an important contribution in understanding how one group of 

Indigenous youth view, define, and share their experiences and relationship with the Land.  

Equally important is the greater links that this connection to the Land has to their education and 

health.  

 I situate this research in Indigenous Methodology and as an Indigenous researcher I am 

guided by Wilson (2001) who discusses the term ñrelational accountabilityò (Wilson, p. 177). I 

was intrigued by this term, and I kept returning to it while I analysed my data which I discuss 

further in Section 1.7. With this methodology, I resisted defining a problem in my research 

which I felt would take me away from being accountable in a relational manner. When sitting 

down to carve out my thesis proposal, the idea that I had to start with a problem took up a large 

part of my concentration and led to much frustration. I learned through Smith (1999) that 

Eurocentric positivist research has often looked into our communities to find a problem, and then 

answered in paternalistic ways which have had real consequences and problematic outcomes for 

our communities. While this research responds to issues present in Pic River, I prefer to frame it 

in terms of celebration. Smithôs (1999) ñTwenty-Five Indigenous Projectsò (p.143), and 

specifically ñCelebrating Survivalò (p. 145), are projects I feel are important, and in my thesis I 

show the connections that the youth of Pic River have to the Land, and how these support them 

in their life experiences. Smith cites Cajete who writes:  
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Celebrating is a natural outcome of spiritual sharing and it too can take on a 

diversity of forms. It is an individual and communal process that celebrates the 

mystery of life and the journey that each of us takes. Celebration is a way of 

spreading the lights around. (1999, p. 145) 

 

For too long, we have not had the opportunity to share and spread the lights of our survival 

around. A part of my contribution in this act of spiritual sharing is spreading light by sharing the 

stories told to me by the youth of Pic River.  

 We learn from stories (Peltier, 2010; Wasam-Ellam, 2001). They connect us to our 

histories and to the Land we are born from. Stories provide a point of origin and a destination. 

The stories from the youth of Pic River are expressions of a greater narrative of how one 

community connects to Land, and the relationships which spring from this. The literature review 

in Chapter Two supports the work I am undertaking and that is understanding how and why Land 

is significant for Anishinaabe learning and good health. In Chapter Three I discuss my 

methodology and methods. Chapter Four unveils the findings. Lastly, Chapter Five is the 

conclusion and final recommendations.  

1.1 Situating Myself as an Indigenous Woman in Educational Research 

 I am a member of Pic River First Nation or Begtekong, which means where the river 

meets. Pic River is located along the north shore of Lake Superior in Canada. We are part of the 

Anishinabek Nation and one of seven Anishinabek communities that line the north shore of Lake 

Superior, yet our Nation spans through the provinces of Ontario and Manitoba and the northern 

portions of the United States along the Great Lakes regions. Although Pic River is located in the 

Robinson Superior Treaty Group, our community has never been a signatory to the Robinson 

Superior Treaty of 1850. We have maintained our position on this through our comprehensive 

Land Claim agreement initiated in 1985, but not yet signed (Chief Roy Michano, personal 

communication, July 7, 2010). This is important in situating this research because it shows that 



3 
 

 
 

Pic River is engaging in a political and economic platform that seeks to move the community and 

membership forward. It also shows the community's commitment to protecting the Land. 

 

Figure 2. Mouth of the Pic River looking south to Lake Superior, Photo Credit Brenda Rousselle.

 My Anishinaabe name is Makadaygobewiik and I am from the Moo-ki Dodem. In the 

spring of 2010, I had a dream and another name came to me in English: Standing Shield Woman. 

I was told in my dream that I was a protector. I see this as significant, as it came just before I was 

beginning to plan my thesis research, and I honour it because I believe it reflects my roles and 

responsibilities as a mother and an Anishinabek woman who is a guardian of the Land and 

Waters. Cook, an Akwesasne Mohawk Midwife says that women are the ñcarrier of cultureò and 

speaks about the resiliency of women and our responsibilities: 

When we find ourselves in a crisis, like the one colonialism has created, it is our 

responsibility as the base of the generations, to lead the resurgence by bringing 

forth a generation of children that are strong, healthy, and properly prepared to 

live in their traditions. Reclaiming our responsibility as the carriers of cultures, 

whether we have children or not, means reclaiming our responsibilities as aunties, 

grandmothers, teachers and visionaries. Without the voices of women at the table 

when our leaders talk about governance, we are missing the ones responsible for 

protecting culture, our language, our knowledge and our philosophies. (Cook, 

cited in Simpson, 2006, p. 29) 
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 I am a mixed race Anishinabek born in North York, Toronto, Ontario to Diane (nee 

Michano) from Pic River First Nation, Ontario and Reginald, from Greens Cove, Newfoundland. 

Growing up as a mixed race Anishinabek, I have been told I was blessed to walk in two 

worldsðthe one of my mom and the one of my dad. This has not always been easy, though. As a 

young girl, maybe about three, my mother tells a story about me and my Shomie (grandfather). 

She says he sat me on the table and drew an imaginary line down my forehead to my toes, telling 

me to be proud of both of my identities, likely preparing me for the road ahead in my life. 

Walking in two worlds is a rich experience, and multilayered, and this was his way of 

acknowledging this. 

 

Figure 3.  My maternal grandparentsô, Adeline and Matthew Michano- their home behind them, 

today the only the tree pictured in Figure 5 only stands. Their home was torn down in the ó90ôs to 

build a new building without entire family consent. Pic River First Nation, Photo Credit, unknown. 
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 For my first seven years, my family lived in Scarborough, Ontario. Our neighbourhood, 

Malvern, was bordered by Finch, Markham, Morningside, and Sheppard, and was one of the 

most multicultural neighbourhoods in Toronto. We then relocated to northern Ontario and my 

mother anticipated she would live in her community. Due to Indian Act rules around citizenship 

and mixed-race marriages our family could not live there. Lawrence (2003) writes about how the 

Indian Act severed families like mine, our ties and relationships, to the communities to which we 

belong ñby forcibly removing tens of thousands of Native women and their descendents from 

their communities for marrying non-status or non-Native menò (p. 6). For temporary shelter, we 

moved to a home off-reserve in an area bordering Pic River, and lived in what my mother refers 

to as a cabinðhardly so, it was a retired gas station in Heron Bay North. Within a few months of 

living at the cabin, my parents were fortunate to purchase a home in the nearby town of 

Marathon, where they still live today. 

 A little piece of home for me in Pic River was at my grandmotherôs house. I would visit 

mostly on Sundays after church, and on holidays. I have the typical childhood memories - 

watching the sparrows nest along the sides of her home, following the long grasses down to the 

bottom where the Pic River flowed, sliding down that same hill in the winter where all the kids 

came, and being with my cousins - eating, visiting, laughing, being. Since I lived in Toronto for 

the first seven years of my life, the trips to Pic River were a wondrous thing. I treasure those 

visits. Especially important were my five boy cousins who I followed everywhere.  

 When my grandfather passed on and my grandmother moved to an Elderôs residence, I 

would go there. Her home became reoccupied by another Pic River resident, and was eventually 

torn down. When I am there, I still drive by the place, sort of homesick, and look at the tree my 

Auntie Velma remembers as a child - which was one that was planted by her dad. She has 
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watched the tree grow, and it serves as a memory of her youth. My Auntie Velma, late Uncle 

Donald, and my grannyôs sister Theresa attended the Residential Schools. The rest of the siblings 

were spared and attended the shoddy band operated schools that Indian Affairs offered.  

 

Figure 4. Matt and Adeline Michanoôs children: Donald, Roy, Caroline, Diane, and Velma, Photo 

Credit unknown (aka) my Uncles and Aunts on my momôs side. 

 

Figure 5. Tree planted by Matt Michano, 2012. Photo Credit, Jamie Michano. 

Figure 6. My grandparentôs first home, and the place of my momôs birthplace & first home, date 

unknown, photo credit, unknown. 
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 My mom tells stories of her schooling on the reserve where teachers, who could hardly 

speak English, were hired to work with the children. My mom tells of how when she entered 

high school her grades were very low, and consequently she failed both grade nine and ten, yet 

still persevered to complete high school and go off to Nursing College. She also tells how the 

priests who came into the community would recite a fierce sermon, usually about hell. At the 

same time, my grandmother graciously welcomed outsiders into her home and to her table. My 

mom tells me the priests always ate well at their home. My Auntie Velma attended St. Joe's in 

Thunder Bay. I have never sat with her to ask about her experiences. I can only imagine how this 

impacted her life, yet she is a strong woman who leads with a peaceful and creative spirit. My 

momôs youngest sister plays a very important role with the youth of Pic River in working as a 

guidance counsellor in the high school. I see her as an usher of sorts, helping the youth move 

through school and transition to the next stage of their education.  My mom and her two sisters 

have always been a source of inspiration. 

 My Uncle Roy became Chief of Pic River in his twenties, and has been successful in 

maintaining this role for the longest time in Canada. His focus with his Council has primarily 

been on three main areas which I believe has given the community a strong position - economics, 

education, and housing. It is my belief that economic development safeguards us from the 

disparities which other communities face, because without jobs people lose hope. This can lead 

to the high statistics of risk factors which fills reports on Indigenous communities. Within the 

past ten years, Pic River has initiated a partnership with the Hemlo goldmines where community 

members are able to train and become employed. Their work around the Kagiano Hydro project 

has also created jobs. Pic Riverôs attitude, in my opinion, is proactive, where people want to do 

better for themselves and contribute back to the community. My parentsô generation saw a wave 
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of healing programs which have been concentrated in Pic River, and this has been crucial to 

moving forward. Pic River is an innovator on many levels, and this has taken years to establish, 

notably with the development of their Biidabin Healing Lodge. This is not to say we have not 

had our struggles. The community has had their share of issues and it is my opinion that this is 

what motivates the community to move forward. We want better things for our children and our 

childrenôs children.  

 I situate myself as a member of the Pic River community, even though I reside in a 

different city. I see my work as an expression of giving back and sharing, reciprocal in nature for 

all the support I have received educationally, socially, politically, and spiritually from Pic River 

First Nation. As an Anishinaabe woman I am inherently born into the role of a nation builder. 

Maracle (2006) discusses this role and argues that Aboriginal women have worked off-reserve to 

create and shape community. She states that ñAboriginal women are leading the way in 

recovering our health as peoples, implementing the prophecies, recreating our communities and 

birthing new dreamsò (p. 79). As an Anishinabek researcher and mother, it is important to me to 

strike a balance between these responsibilities, because I see my work as contributing to 

community well-being. I thank those who have given me those opportunities to learn with our 

people. In 2001, I was hired to work on the Nishnawbe Aski Nation Education Jurisdiction 

process and worked alongside Dr. Emily Faries, and the rest of the Jurisdiction Team (T. 

Waboose, L. Baxter, G. Kakegamic, M. Sault-Coates, & A. Fraser). This was my first experience 

in community based Indigenous research. During this time I travelled to many fly-in 

communities throughout northern Ontario where Dr. Faries taught through a gentle approach. In 

most instances, I learned by watching her. This was my beginning in research practices with our 

people, and Dr. Faries is one of the nation builders who helped in lighting my fire. This 
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experience also opened my eyes to the experiences north of us, and told a story I did not learn in 

school. The stories I learned about in the Nishnawbe Aski Nation territory, and within Thunder 

Bay, speak to the perseverance of the Anishinabek and Mushkegowuk Cree families, and the 

hope that resides in all of us. 

 My identity is inextricably linked to my upbringing on the North Shore of Lake Superior, 

the traditional territory of my mother's family. My ancestors have lived along these shores since 

time immemorial, and the combined efforts of the community have kept the Land in a pristine 

way. In 1982, my Uncle Roy, Chief Michano, with the support of his Council and community, 

initiated the protection of the territory of our people with our long-standing comprehensive Land 

Claim which covers more than 10,000 square kilometers. I never learned about this in my formal 

education. It is my belief that it should be a part of our learning as it is imperative to know where 

we come from as Pic River community members. The same goes for the settlers who moved to 

our territory, in recognizing how their families have gained sustenance from the resources in the 

Pic River territory.  

 It is my opinion that we need to learn this from our own perspective, and from our own 

community and leaders. This learning does not need to be formal, but can be done the way we 

conduct our business as Anishinaabe people: in feasts, on the trapline, out on a boat fishing, 

down the beach walking, at the kitchen table. This is how we learn. We talk, share, offer tobacco, 

and dream about these parts of our identity as Pic River people. We should decide this. Along the 

same lines, schools can and should be a site of recovery for First Nation youth as reiterated by 

Faries (2004). She identifies that we can use schools as a site of building nations and 

decolonizing. She states, ñjust as education has been used in the past to destroy First Nations 
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cultures and languages, education can now be used to build, restore, and revive First Nation 

cultures and languagesò (p. 3).  

 In conclusion to this introduction, I have situated myself and some of my deep beliefs. 

Next, I describe the research question, where the research took place, the conceptual framework, 

and my broad philosophy of Indigenous Methodology. 

1.2 Research Question and Thesis Objectives 

 My central research question is: What is the significance of Land for Anishinabek youth 

from Pic River First Nation in their education and health? Two overarching objectives are 

embedded in this research question: 

 1. To understand how Anishinabek youth value the Land in regards to their education; 

 2. To understand how Anishinabek youth value the Land in regards to good health.  

These objectives will be approached through the lens of Indigenous Methodology and addressed 

through narratives that illustrate connections to an Indigenous Epistemology. 

1.3 Genesis and Significance of the Research  

 This study is part of the research that began in 2008 with Dr. Chantelle Richmond (my 

sister) from the University of Western Ontario, on a Canadian Institute of Health Research Grant. 

It was called Anishinabe narratives about health and environment: A participatory approach for 

preserving Elder knowledge and promoting positive experiences for youth, which covered three 

years from 2008-2011. Dr. Richmond identified five key theme areas for her research which was 

centred around knowledge transfer between youth and Elders in three communites from the 

Robinson Superior region. Dr. Richmondôs project was split over three years: Phase 1: 

Development of Community Research Agreements (Spring 2010), Phase 2: Youth Photovoice 

Project (July ï August 2010) and Phase 3: Summer School & Interviewing of Elders and Youth 
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(June 2011 ï September 2011). As the groundwork for her research took place, I was invited to 

be a Research Assistant to examine youth understandings of the links between health, Land, 

social relationships and learning, utilizing Photovoice methodology. I was included because of 

my background in education and knowledge in Indigenous Methodologies. Since another 

outcome of her project was to increase capacity within the community, my role in her research 

was also welcomed as I am from the community. Dr. Richmond's other assistant, K. Big Canoe, 

came with a geography background, and is from Georgina Island First Nation. Dr. Richmond's 

research began with her own concerns about environmental degradation. Pic River was one of 

the three communities Dr. Richmond worked with, and is also her home community. 

 Pic River is a dynamic community, and has not escaped the negative impacts of 

development. Instead the community has been vulnerable to environmental consequences 

through the activities of mining and pulp and paper mills. Pic River was even on a bottled water 

advisory in the late 1980s and early 1990s because of water contamination from the mines. 

Furthermore, the long-standing Land Claim of Pic River remains unresolved, and this causes 

concern for the community because of new developments proposed in the area by outside interest 

groups who have not consulted with the community. For example, new developments around a 

future mine are in discussion without community consultation.  

 In my discussions with Dr. Richmond about her work on health and the environment, she 

noted that Elders and other members of Pic River were worried about industrial development. 

They have expressed concerns about how industrial development impacts their connection with 

the Land and how they feel that youth are becoming disconnected from the Land. If youth are 

feeling alienated from the Land, the need to reconnect with the Land is vitally important, so that 

Traditional Knowledge is honoured and remains an integral part of what defines Pic River (C. 
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Richmond, personal communication, February 9, 2009). My research question responds to the 

concern expressed by Pic River leadership and Elders, about youth connection to the Land. 

1.4 Definitions 

 I offer definitions for some of the key terms which appear throughout this thesis. These 

definitions are important for understanding the context of this research as it connects to 

Indigenous Research, and because the terms are sometimes used in different ways by different 

authors.  

Anishinaabe: Ojibway term for ñthe peopleò, or ñoriginal people.ò In 

Anishinaabemowin, or our original language, this is how we define ourselves as 

Anishinaabe for singular, or Anishinabek for plural. From our Creation Story: 

In the beginning, Gizhemanidoo created the universe as we know it today. He 

created Grandfather Sun and Grandmother Moon, Mother Earth and Father Sky. 

And on the earth he created all things, living and nonliving. He created life in the 

earth, on the earth, in the sky and in the water. He created the plants, rivers, four-

legged and winged creatures, and the swimmers. After this was done, he created 

one of the greatest mysteries of all ï the four seasons ï to bring harmony and 

balance to all.  

 

After all creation was complete, he created man. After he created the first 

Anishinaabe, he came to him in a dream and instructed him that he was to name 

all things in the language that he gave him, Anishinaabemowin. So the first man 

went about on his journey and named all things he saw ï all the animals, 

insects,birds and fish ï however long this took. Afterward, he spoke to the Creator 

Gizhemanidoo in his dream and said, ñI have finished what you have told me to 

do.ò Then the Creator Gizhemanidoo spoke back to him and said, ñYes, you have 

indeed done so, and now it is time for me to give you your name. Your name shall 

be Nanabozho, and whenever your people meet and greet one another, they will 

say a part of your name. That is why whenever the Anishinaabe people greet one 

another, they say the word Bozhoo.  

 

Our creation story tells us that we originally migrated to the Great Lakes region 

from the East Coast. There are many settlements of our original homes that still 

exist to this day, like Manitoulin Island, the Island of the Great Spirit. 

 

We have always been a nation, and we knew one another as the Anishinaabek. 

(Anishinaabemdaa, n. d.) 




