
VOLUME 9 | ISSUE 4

ATTAWAPISKAT CELEBRATES A NEW SCHOOL 
ELEMENTARY RESOURCES

BACKGROUND INFORMATION !
• Attawapiskat is a Cree First Nation whose 

reserve sits at the mouth of the Attawapiskat 
River on James Bay, in northern Ontario. In 
the summer, Attawapiskat can only be 
reached by airplane. In the winter, when 
James Bay freezes, there is an ice road. 
Temperatures in Attawapiskat can reach 
minus 40 to minus 45 degrees celsius, in the 
winter. !

• In 1979, a pipeline broke open and spilled 
95,000 litres of diesel fuel. The diesel seeped 
into the ground, and the fumes continued to 
make people in the community sick for more 
than 20 years.  !

• Attawapiskat’s only elementary school, J.R. 
Nakogee, was near the spill site and was 
heavily affected by the fumes. However, 
government officials did not close the school 
until 2000, and did not tear the school down 
until 2009.  !

• When J.R. Nakogee closed, students were 
moved into temporary portables. The federal 
government promised in 2000 to build a new 
school, and promised again in 2005. In 2007, 
the government told Attawpiskat there  

!!
 would be no funding for a new school, then      
 promised a new school again in 2009.      !
• The new school was finally built between the 

summer of 2012 and 2014, and officially 
opened September 8, 2014. The community 
named the school Kattawapiskak. !

• Attawapiskat has also had major problems 
with unsafe drinking water, and not enough 
housing for its people. Chief Theresa Spence 
went on a hunger strike in Ottawa from 
December 11, 2012, to January 23, 2013, to 
demand help for her community. !

• According to a survey conducted by the 
Assembly of First Nations from 2011 – 2012, 
47 per cent of all First Nations communities 
need a new school. 22 per cent have been 
waiting more than 10 years, and 10 per cent 
have been waiting more than 20 years. 74 per 
cent of existing First Nations schools need 
major repairs. Less than half of First Nations 
have a fully equipped gym, and only 37% 
have playground equipment. 

The following activities are designed to 
stimulate a current events discussion. 
Generative in nature, these questions can 
be a launching point for additional 
assignments or research projects. 

Teachers are encouraged to adapt these 
activities to meet the contextual needs of 
their classroom. 

In some cases, reading the article with 
students may be appropriate, coupled with 
reviewing the information sheet to further 
explore the concepts and contexts being 
discussed. From here, teachers can select 
from the questions provided below. The 
activity is structured to introduce students 
to the issues, then allow them to explore 
and apply their learnings. Students are 
encouraged to further reflect on the issues. 

gNOTE TO EDUCATORS g 

KEY TERMS
Reserve—An area of land that has been 
given to a First Nation for their exclusive 
use through a treaty with the Canadian 
government. 

Kafaesque—A system or bureaucracy that 
is complex, illogical, and oppressive. The 
term comes from Czech author Franz 
Kafka, whose stories dealt with people 
trapped in such situations. 

Deteriorated—Became old and fell into 
poor repair. 

!
!
!

Attawapiskat's new school, Kattawapiskak Elementary, officially opened September 8. Photo by Chelsea Jane 
Edwards.
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 THEMES AND COURSE CONNECTIONS 	

• Themes: Education, Human Rights, Children’s Rights, Local Issues, 

Values and Ethics 

• Course Connections: Language, Social Studies, History, Geography !
 MATERIALS 	

• Front board 

• Student journals or note paper 

• Writing utensils !
 MAP IT 
One a map have students locate the location mentioned in the article 
to gain a geographical understanding of the issue. 

• Attawapiskat First Nation, Ontario, Canada !
 SPECIFIC EXPECTATIONS AND LEARNING GOALS 	

Students will:	

• Develop and express responses to issues and problems. 

• Reassess their responses to issues on the basis of new information. 

• Participate in active group work and class discussions. 

• Communicate effectively in writing, orally or visually. 

• Demonstrate the ability to think critically. 

• Develop, express and defend a position on an issue.  !
  DISCUSS 	


1. What do you know about aboriginal education on reserves? 
2. What would happen to all of the school resources if your 

whole school had to relocate to portables built in the school 
yard? (E.g., computers, library, gym equipment, main office, 
etc.) 

3. Picture yourself sitting in these portables without heat in 
freezing temperatures. How would that affect your learning/
ability to work? 

4. Why do you think it took so long to have the new 
elementary school in Attawapiskat built? How much did you 
know about Attawapiskat elementary school? How often did 
you see this story on the news? 

5. According to Article 26 in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, everyone has the right to education. Do you 
think the children of Attawapiskat were able to access a 
quality education? !

 DIVE DEEPER  
Education has been a serious issue that has affected Aboriginal youth 
and children for generations.From residential schools to poorly 
funded on reserve schools to a lack of educational standards and 
regulations. !
Share with students the following poem “I Lost My Talk” by Rita Joe. 
Allow students time to visualize the residential school experience 
through the eyes of the young Aboriginal child. 

www.greens.org/s-r/05/05-32.html 

Ask students: 

• What emotions are being conveyed? 

• What images come to mind while reading the poem? !
Explain to students that the poet Rita Joe was a Mi’kmaw First Nation 
woman from Nova Scotia. She published the autobiographical book, 
Songs of Rita Joe, in which she outlined some of her experiences at the 
Shubenacadie residential school. !
Show students the first 5:30 min of video “HeartSpeak About 
Shannen’s Dream”. Share with students that Shannen Koostachin is 
an aboriginal youth with a dream to change the experiences of on 
reserve schools for First Nations children and youth. 

http://youtu.be/3Gy38grr35c 

Ask students: 

• How did they feel watching the video? Was it different or similar to 
reading Rita Joe’s poem? 

Have students create a mind map representing the differences and 
similarities between Rita Joe’s and Shannen Koostachin experiences 
with education.  !
Share with students that Shannen had a dream to have safe, 
comfortable and culturally based education for First Nations children 
and youth. Shannen’s dream is one of hope and equality, which will 
lead aboriginal education to a brighter future far from the residential 
school years.  !
Inform students that although Attawapiskat’s brand new elementary 
school officially opened on September 8, 2014, it took fourteen years 
to have it built. There are still 47% of First Nations communities in 
need of a new school.  !
Have students create an action plan and brainstorm ways in which 
they can help advocate and raise awareness of what happened in 
Attawapiskat and what can be done to help other aboriginal youth 
receive equitable education.    !
 ADDITIONAL RESOURCES  !
“I Lost My Talk” by Rita Joe. 
www.greens.org/s-r/05/05-32.html !
“Heartspeak about Shannen’s Dream”: 

http://youtu.be/3Gy38grr35c !
Photo Credit: Chelsea Jane Edwards. !
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