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my people are at the same level of importance. Not at a lower or higher importance, but equal to 
the academic education we received outside of our communities.  

I remember clearly standing on the dirt floor in our long house a number of years ago having 
been called to speak at a traditional naming ceremony. When I looked at the young people 
gathered in the longhouse, it became crystal clear to me what needed to be shared, and it was 
this: Although everything which was taking place and being said was not written down, what 
they, as young people, were witnessing was the opening of their ancestral history books. Their 
ancestors’ knowledge for them to hear, to understand, to absorb, and to use. Their ancestors had 
chosen and developed this unique way to pass on their knowledge, and they were participating in 
a different way of being educated. If we could somehow come to accept that this process of 
teaching and sharing of the knowledge of our people is as important to their education as every 
written book they read in school, it is for me and my people crucial to have the academic world, 
and the larger society acknowledge, understand, and respect that while our way of teaching and 
education was different, it was no less important to our society as a whole than any other form of 
sharing.  

I had been thinking of this idea for a while, then I opened the newspaper, on Monday, October 
the third, to see the headline, which read: Elders Bring Cultural Wisdom to SFU Campuses. I 
thought, oh no! That was the message I was planning to deliver at the Simon Fraser University 
ceremony today! 

I have to say to you, Andrew Petter, thank you for hearing my message before I gave it! Your 
program here at SFU will go a long way to supporting the idea that education means different 
things to different people.  

As so many people have said in so many arenas, education sets you free. Free to think, free to 
explore, free to question, free to be whoever you want to be, and free to move beyond prejudice. 
One of the greatest lessons my late father gave me was never to accept at face value anything he 
told me. He said “Question everything I say to you, and don’t be afraid to challenge me, even 
though I am your father.” And as I look back to all the great traditional teachers in my life and in 


