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What's language got to do with it?

by Melissa Friesen
Actually, quite a bit. If

you've been one of the par
ticipating educators in
Math For Young Children
North West project, you
know that Anishinaabe
mowin holds the keys to a
more innate way of under
standing and practicing
math. Perhaps that strikes
someone as odd – that lan
guage could have an effect
on one's ability to learn
math. Aren't they separate
building blocks? Aren't
they subjects that we com
partmentalize into 20, 30,
50 minute intervals? As Ma
jolaine LaPointe, a Deer
clan member from Ardoch
Algonquin First Nation and
Ojibwe teacher said, “In
A n i s h i n a a b e m o w i n ,
ninetynine percent of our
words are verbs. So when
we do math, we're not
doing math – we're math
ing. When we break the
language deep down into a
sound based understand
ing of it, we start thinking
in three dimensions. As op
posed to binary uses of this
is this and this is that, we
start seeing the relation
ships between everything
and that really lends itself
to spatial reasoning and
math inquiry.”

Hosted in strong partner
ship between Seven Gener
ations Education Institute,
Rainy River District School

Board, The Robertson Pro
gram for Inquirybased
Teaching in Mathematics
and Science, Dr. Eric Jack
man Institute of Child
Study, and Ontario Insti
tute for Studies in Educa
tion/University of Toronto
educators from across the
district and province pre
sented “Indigenous Knowl
edge and Mathematics
Education: Responding to
the TRC's Calls to Action.”
The conference was a cele
bration and commitment
to the fascinating research
of and practice of pairing
Anishinaabe tradition with
math learning for all ages.

Since 2013, educators
from the listed organiza
tions have been working
together to see how turn
ing towards Indigenous
practices could lead to in
novation. They've spent
countless hours in class
rooms and in research, as a
response to The Truth and
Reconciliation Commis
sion's Calls to Actions.
Number five under the
heading of Child Welfare
states, “We call upon the
federal, provincial, territo
rial and Aboriginal govern
ments to develop culturally
appropriate early child
hood education programs
for Aboriginal families.”
The young students of
Treaty #3 and beyond have
been the beneficiaries of

such hard efforts to stay
true to this call – they have
also been the inspiration.

Dr. Ruth Beatty, professor
of Lakehead University in
Orillia, shared her insights
from working with Anishi
naabe and Cree communi
ties in classrooms over the
last seven years. The pro
gram's long term goal is to
transform math education
into a form that respects
both Western and Indige
nous traditions with a focus
on design and technology.
“The mathematics curricu
lum that we have is very
Eurocentric still, and it
comes from this tradition
of elitist teaching. It's a real
gatekeeper. . . If math is
seen as external to oneself,
if math is seen as residing
in textbooks and with the
teacher, then it's really
hard to form a relationship
with math that's positive.”
With this knowledge, the
team set out to find ways
change the framework of
the subject so that stu
dents could “see them
selves in the math” and see
themselves as mathemati
cians.

To get there, educators
had to be willing to think
counterintuitively about
arriving at mathematical
concepts – they couldn't
start there, it had to be a
natural progression that
the students made them

selves. It's an exciting, but
scary idea to allow the lines
to be blurred in this kind of
way. In a mainstream soci
ety that prides itself on
productivity and measura
ble results, allowing the
process to guide the learn
ing feels backwards. But
the results were nothing
but forward movement.
“By reconceptualizing
these activities, we found a
bridge between these ac
tivities and math – and it's
always done in consulta
tion with the community.”

The research teams in
each area are made up of
both Indigenous and non
Indigenous educators as
well local Indigenous arti
sans. Their cyclical frame
work works as follows: they
consult, coplan, coteach,
coreflect, share, and then
consult again on new proj
ects. It took nearly the en
tire first year of the project
to accomplish the consul
tation phase – to ade
quately and respectfully
listen to the community
members and Elders about
what was important and
vital and necessary in
terms of their children's ed
ucation. Once the program
was put in place, commu
nity members were coming
into classrooms as instruc
tors – to engage in lan
guage revitalization and
teach traditional practices
like looming. All of a sud
den, 1st grade students
making bracelets were
learning spatial concepts of
units and symmetry as a
byproduct of a more natu
ral and immersive learning
experience. Students in 3rd
grade, were having to
make their own repeating
patterns and designs on a
much larger (and thus
more complex) scale. Stu
dents in 6th grade, didn't
realize they were perform

ing multiplication in their
head without pencil and
paper – they were just de
signing. And that is exactly
what researchers are find
ing time and time again.
When learning is done in
context – in play, in design,
in family, in culture, in ac
tion – the outcome is ce
mented far more deeply
and for greater reason. “It's
not just about the math
anymore. It really, really
has been about the com
munity relationships that
have been built.”

The conference featured
three other keynote speak
ers: Dr. Anton Treuer, Pro
fessor of Ojibwe at Bemidji
State University; Maruice
Switzer, author of We are
All Treaty People, and Elder
O g i m a a w i g w a n e b i i k
(Nancy Jones), from Nigi
goonsiminikaaning First
Nation. There were several
workshops, both auditory

and interactive, which
prompted attendees to
take their understanding to
the next level.

The theme running
throughout the conference
was the idea of inherent
knowledge, and the need
for context in learning. In
stead of treating math as a
single building block of ed
ucation, perhaps Anishi
naabemowin treats it like a
droplet in a pool of water –
individual, but indistin
guishable from the whole.
The math is drawn out, not
built. And from this pool
where math is drawn there
is a connection between
everything. The goal and
purpose is relationship and
reciprocity. As was men
tioned numerous times
throughout the confer
ence, building relationships
is the most important and
foundational work of
everything that is done.

Marge Hale retells stories of the exploration students in Mine Centre Public
School's outdoor classroom have gotten to be a part of.

Educators in Zoe Donoahue and Carol Stephenson's Playful Math Activities Work
shop experienced hands on ways to learn about geometrical thinking.

(L to R) Liz Osawamick, course instructor at Trent University; Marjolaine LaPointe,
Ojibwe teacher at Roseneath Centennial Public School; and Jason Jones, Ojibwe
language teacher for RRDSB sat on a language revitalization panel, heralded by
some as experts, but more comfortable calling themselves lifelong learners of An
ishinaabemowin. 

Claire Mooney, Senior Lecturer at the School of Education and Professional Learn
ing at Trent University, advocated for the rich collection of Anishinaabe stories to
be used as math pedagogy.




