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The Native Women’s Association of Canada 
(NWAC) works to advance the well-being 
of Indigenous women, girls, and gender 
diverse people, as well as their families 
and communities through activism, policy 
analysis and advocacy.
Indigenous women, girls, and gender diverse people 
continue to experience discrimination on multiple 
grounds, in various complex forms, and from 
various sources including individuals, businesses 
and governments.

NWAC’s areas of advocacy include, but are not 
limited to education, employment and labour, 
environment, health, human rights and international 
affairs, violence against women and gender identity/
gender expression.



We collectively work to preserve 
Indigenous culture and achieve equality 
for Indigenous women, girls, and gender 
diverse people. NWAC achieves this by 
having a say in the shaping of legislation 
directly affecting Indigenous women, 
girls, gender diverse people, their 
families, and communities.



MISSION STATEMENT
Our mission is to empower Indigenous 
women, girls, and gender diverse people 
through increasing their involvement in the 
development of legislation. We work to 
empower women, girls, and gender diverse 
people by promoting their participation in 
the development and delivery of programs 
that promote cultural values and equal 
opportunity. It is vital for women to play 
a role in addressing the complex nature 
between their social determinants of 
health and their overall well-being.  









ABOUT THE TOOLKIT
The Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC) 
is committed to healing Indigenous communities and 
to empowering women, girls, and gender diverse 
people by helping them to recognize their own inner 
strength. NWAC has created the Honouring Indigenous 
Women Toolkit as an educational resource to address 
the need to restore honour and respect for Indigenous 
women, girls and gender diverse people. This Toolkit 
also identifies many of the changes necessary to 
achieve reconciliation, healing, respect and honour 
for Indigenous women, girls and gender diverse people 
going forward.
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The main activity within this toolkit is the Faceless 
Dolls.  This activity embodies respect and honour for 
all Indigenous women, girls and gender diverse people.

Included within each Honouring Project bag:

Topics of This Guide Include:
•	 A Strong Diverse Nation
•	 �Traditional Roles  

of Women
•	 �Defining Respect  

and Honour 
•	 Cleaning the Lens
•	 �Wolf Cub Story
•	 �Valuing Yourself
•	 �Mindfulness Activity
•	 �Sustainability in Culture
•	 �Some Traditions  

and Teachings
•	 �Two-Spirit and LGBTQ+ 

in Traditional  
Indigenous Culture

•	 �Empowerment Word 
Search Activity

•	 �Indigenous Innovations
•	 �Inquiry into Missing and 

Murdered Indigenous 
Women, Girls and 
Gender Diverse People 
(MMIWGGD)

•	 Be Safe, Be Wise,  
	 Be Aware
•	 Affirmation Activity: 
	 I am, I can and I will
•	 Moving Forward

•	 This Guide
•	 Colouring book
•	 �Pencil cases, 

colouring pencils 
and sharpeners

•	 Coloured felt sheets 
•	 Scissors, glue
•	 Doll patterns
•	 Accessories to  
	 create dolls
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Inuit
Inuit are traditionally from the Arctic areas of North 
America. The Inuit people have flourished in what 
some would call very harsh environments. The Inuit 
people are very innovative and invented many tools 
that we use today. The Inuit are a diverse people and 
their traditional language is Inuktitut, which consists 
of five main dialects.4

Inuit women play an integral role in 
governing our communities and our society. 
Inuit women are the links to the past and 
to the future; Inuit women are the vessels 
of culture, health, language, traditions, 
teaching, caregiving and child rearing. 
These qualities are fundamental to the 
survival of any society.

- Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada 5
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Traditional Roles of Women
Hundreds of years ago in North America, Indigenous 
women and men lived with the belief that all people 
were created equal. All roles within the community 
were important and everybody had a place. Colonists 
from Europe first arrived in North America over 500 
years ago. The Europeans came from a culture where 
men had all of the power. This type of culture is called 
a ‘patriarchy’. When Europeans first encountered 
Indigenous peoples, the colonists were surprised by 
the expansive roles and responsibilities carried out by 
Indigenous women, especially when compared to the 
limited roles allowed for European women. European 
men did not recognize or respect that Indigenous 
women could be capable leaders, 
which often led to their exclusion in 
decision-making. The patriarchal 
views held by the colonists 
soon began to influence 
Indigenous communities. 
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Europeans regarded Indigenous people as inferior 
and strategies were put into place to assimilate the 
Indigenous population into the mainstream patriarchal 
culture. As the colonists established their own 
communities and asserted control over the land, they 
enacted various harmful policies designed to control 
and assimilate Indigenous people. This systematic 
assimilation policy is known as ‘colonization’. The 
effects of colonization have deeply harmed Indigenous 
peoples, eroding their languages, traditions and 
cultures. Consequently, the honour and respect of 
Indigenous women was degraded.

The colonists imposed strict rules that defined what 
women were allowed to do, seeking to eliminate 
the roles where women had power or influence. 
Traditionally, Indigenous women and gender diverse 
people had more respect and freedoms. Sadly, the 
colonists succeeded at limiting and degrading the roles 
for Indigenous women, girls and gender diverse people.
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Teachers
Women are often 
teachers, and bestow 
their knowledge to 
children and others 
around them to the 
best of their abilities. 
Teaching and learning are lifelong processes that help 
us understand the world around us and how we fit into 
that world. Teachers deserve honour and respect.

Warriors (Traditional)
Pre-colonization, women 
fought bravely as warriors. 
Today, women can choose 
to serve in the military 
or other armed forces. 
These women should be 
respected and honoured.
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Leaders
Indigenous women are a powerful force when they 
advocate and organize. Women can be leaders in 
various areas, from our local communities all the 
up to the national level, from politics and the work 
place to our own families. Indigenous women use 
their passion and integrity to help promote justice 
and equality. Women who assume leadership roles 
deserve honour and respect.

18



Caregivers
Indigenous women are often caregivers. A caregiver is 
a person who supports people in need (i.e. children, 
elderly, people with health conditions). The essential 
role as a caregiver is very demanding, and often 
not valued. Without 
caregivers, the health 
of communities and 
families would diminish. 
They deserve our 
respect and honour.

Mothers
Motherhood is arguably the 
most important job there 
is. Mothers are the bridges 
between our generations. 
Let’s show mothers that they 
are appreciated by giving 
them our honour and respect.
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Medicine Women
A medicine woman is spiritual leader who is also a 
traditional healer. Traditional healing is a holistic 
practice that focuses on spiritual, physical and 
emotional wellness. The traditional knowledge 
has been passed down for thousands of years. 
Indigenous women who have become medicine 
women are valued and cherished. They use natural 
medicines to improve the health of their loved 
ones and the community. They are deserving of our 
respect and honour.
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Elders
Honouring our Elders is becoming a lost tradition. Our 
Elders have a lot of wisdom, and are often willing to 
share it. Elders deserve our respect and honour.
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Knowledge Keepers (Traditional)
Knowledge Keeper was a traditional role. 
Knowledge Keepers recorded our history via oral 
traditions. Often, women were honoured with the 
role of Knowledge Keeper.
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When people are not aware of their own tainted lens 
and how the dominant perspective can cause them 
to devalue themselves, many people struggle, and 
rightfully so, to see their world and themselves clearly. 

There are fundamental differences between 
Indigenous and colonial perspectives. These 
differences can sometimes lead to disagreements 
and mistrust. Since the colonists arrived, the 
colonial culture has undervalued Indigenous 
women, girls and gender diverse people and viewed 
Indigenous women, girls and gender diverse people 
as inferior to both men and non-Indigenous women.

Indigenous culture has evolved over the centuries 
and has incorporated certain European traditions 
and cultures. Some people have accepted the 
integration of the different cultures while others 
prefer to maintain their traditional ways. It is 
important to know and understand history from 
different perspectives, and how colonial and 
Indigenous history has molded our view of the 
world and how we see ourselves. The ways in which 
reconciliation can occur is by acknowledging the 
past and honouring Indigenous cultures.
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Often how we are, is not who we are. What 
does that mean? It means that we often 
conform to our surroundings for acceptance or 
for safety and reassurance. Consequently, we 
risk becoming trapped in socially comfortable 
roles at the expense of who we are. How 
we behave may not be in line with who we 
really are inside. Examples of this can be seen 
throughout the Lesbian, Gay, Bi-sexual, Trans, 
Queer and Two-Spirit (LGBTQ2S+) community 
as many people fear ‘coming out’ socially and 
therefore stay closeted. 

We sometimes act how we are ‘supposed’ 
to be because others accept us for it. It is 
important to take the time to figure out what 
we really connect with and what we believe. 
Once we have that knowledge, we can gain 
an understanding of who we really are. 
Moreover, we can follow what is truly in our 
hearts and become our true selves.
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“WOLF CUB STORY”
When I was young, I identified my spirit as a wolf cub, 
beautiful in every way. Back then, I was true to myself 
and therefore I was at peace. As I grew up, I started 
to hear people say that wolves were bad. I knew 
I was not a bad person, so they could not possibly 
mean me. I started to realize that people would be 
mean to those they believed to be wolves. I began 
to worry about my safety. One day, the mean people 
asked me if I was a wolf. Out of fear, I said, “I was not 
a wolf.” Surprisingly, they believed me and left me 
alone. Denying my wolf cub spirit made me feel sad, 
as it distanced me from my inner wolf spirit. As time 
passed, I found I was attracted to different people 
than most. The mean people once again came around 
looking to pick on someone who was different. When 
they approached and asked me what type of people I 
liked, I told them I was the same as them, and that I 
liked the same type of people they did. Once again, 
they believed me and left me alone.
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Over the years, I continued to deny my true wolf 
spirit, sacrificing who I was to make other people 
happy. It felt like I was drifting further and further 
away from my spirit. Being so disconnected from my 
spirit made me feel empty inside. I would act out 
in frustration and be mean to others, at times not 
knowing why. I spent a lot of time living like this, 
angry and alone. One day, I had a vision of my spirit 
wolf cub. It had been so long since I felt the peace 
from when we were together. I decided then and 
there, that I could not live without my spirit anymore. 
I decided to make changes in my daily life to honour 
my spirit, and only invite people into my life who 
would accept me and my spirit as we are. This way the 
wolf cub and I could once again learn to live together.
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Now when the mean people come around to 
influence me, I stand tall, proud of what makes me 
different. My spirit is beautiful in every way, and 
when I am with my spirit, I am also beautiful in 
every way. I now realize that people who are not 
connected to their spirit are often not happy, and 
this is what makes them mean. When people are 
mean to me I do not let their judgement poison my 
lens or distort my spirit. I know it is beautiful and I 
don’t need their reassurance. By reconnecting with 
my wolf cub spirit, I value what makes me different 
and I once again feel at peace. Now, I live every day 
honouring my spirit. I am a beautiful wolf cub.
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Mindfulness Activity
Mindfulness is a powerful activity that can help us to 
let go of negative thoughts and feelings. Mindfulness 
is a mental state that can be achieved by focusing 
our awareness of the present and peacefully 
accepting one’s feelings, thoughts and physical 
sensations without judgment. 

We will see the benefits of mindfulness through the 
mindful eating exercise. As we bring our attention 
to our senses and eat with focused awareness, our 
minds can relax in the present moment.

Activity:
•	 �Type: Group or 

independent activity
•	 �Estimated time: 10-15 

minutes (dependent on 
group size)

•	 �Materials needed: Food 
(fruit variety works well 
for this activity)
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Instructions:
1.	Choose a food that you enjoy. 
2.	�Look at the food you have picked out but do not eat it. 

Take the time to identify the details of the food you 
chose. Look at its texture, colour and shape.

3.	�Now pick up the chosen food. Focus your attention on 
how it feels. It is rough or smooth? Hot or cold? Take 
the time to identify how the food feels.

4.	�Now, patiently bring the chosen food to your lips. DO 
NOT EAT IT. Does the chosen food have a smell? Can 
you sense if your mouth is beginning to water? 

5.	�As you slowly place the chosen food in your mouth, 
notice how it feels on your lips, on your tongue. Take a 
moment to notice the sensations. 

6.	�As you slowly bite into it, notice every flavor and 
sensation. Notice how it feels as you bite into it. Take 
your time as you chew it, and be aware of the food’s 
taste, texture, and temperature.

Discussion:
•	 �What did that exercise feel like?
•	 �Did you enjoy that food more than you usually do?
•	 �How difficult was it to bring your attention to the 

moment as you followed each step.
•	 �After eating the food mindfully, do you notice anything 

different about your state of mind?
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Sustainability in Culture
Indigenous cultures have always been deeply 
rooted in sustainability and respect for our 
planet. The world we live in is often referred 
to as ‘Mother Earth’. Mother Earth provides for 
all the life around us, including ourselves. She 
includes the eagles in the sky and the sky itself, 
the fish in the lake and the lake itself, as well 
as the moose on the land and the land itself. 

Mother Earth provides us with gifts that allow 
us to sustain life, such as water and food. 
Mother Earth has entrusted us to be the 
protectors of the earth, and to know that we 
and the earth are one and the same. We cannot 
pollute the air without polluting our lungs, and 
we cannot pollute the water without polluting 
our bodies. Mother Earth has given us the gift 
of intelligence, so that we can be the guardians 
of our environment. As guardians, we have a 
unique ability to be aware of our environments, 
and a duty to take actions to protect and 
sustain our environments. The actions we take 
to protect the earth is a way to give thanks to 
Mother Earth for all her gifts.
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The Medicine Wheel

North

Winter

Elder

East

Spring

Infancy

South

Summer

Youth

West

Fall

Adult

Many of our traditions and teachings are rooted in 
respect for our environments and ourselves.

NWAC works to be inclusive to all Indigenous people. 
NWAC acknowledges that the cultural traditions 
herein are not universal amongst all Indigenous 
peoples and cultures.

Here are some examples:
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THE FOUR SACRED MEDICINES
Sacred medicines are used in ceremonies  
to promote healing.

Sacred Tobacco is often 
used as an offering, to 
show respect and good 
intentions. Tobacco is 
given to an Elder to show 
thanks after advice is 
sought. Tobacco is also 
offered to Mother Earth to 
show respect for nature 
after we take something 
from the earth.

Sweet Grass

Sweet Grass is often 
referred to as the hair 
of Mother Earth. Sweet 
grass is used in Smudging 
ceremonies to relieve 
negative energy, and its 
sweet smell is known to  
produce a sense  
of calmness.

Tobacco
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Sage

Sage is often used in 
Smudging ceremonies, 
as it removes negative 
energy, and has a 
cleansing effect.

Cedar

Cedar is used to remove 
negative energy and 
promote wellness, and 
is often used in Sweat 
Lodge ceremonies.
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SEVEN GRANDFATHER TEACHINGS
 
Wisdom	 to cherish knowledge is to know wisdom

Love	 to know love is to know peace

Respect	 to honour all of creation is to have respect

Bravery	 to face life with courage is to know bravery

Honesty	 to walk through life with integrity is to know honesty

Humility	 to accept yourself as sacred part of creation is to  
	 know humility

Truth	 to know these teachings is to know truth
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Together we can restore the traditional communities. 
One way to help is by addressing the dehumanizing 
behaviours and attitudes that exist towards people 
who are Two-Spirit or gender diverse, as well as to 
those people that have different sexualities within our 
communities. If there is uncertainty on which pronouns 
to use for a person who identifies as Two-Spirit or non-
binary, please ask them what they would prefer and 
use them respectfully. Discrimination and harassment 
towards anybody is never acceptable in any situation.

In Indigenous communities, there were once rituals for 
children who showed interest in activities associated 
with the gender outside of their assigned gender at 
birth. These rituals allowed the spirit(s) to represent 
themselves. One example of a performed ritual is as 
follows; if a boy was not interested in the traditional 
boy roles or work, the parents would hold a ceremony 
to determine how they would raise their child. The 
parents would set up an area surrounded by brush, 
and in the center place a man’s bow and a women’s 
basket. Afterwards the boy was told to go inside the 
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brush and choose one item from the circle. As the 
boy entered, the parents set the brush on fire. The 
parents and others observed which item the boy took 
with him as he ran out. If it was the basket, they 
would raise their child as a girl and if the boy chose a 
bow they would raise the child as a boy.9 There were 
many rituals, and this is just one example of how 
diversity within Indigenous cultures was celebrated 
and accepted.

On June 19, 2017 the Canadian Government passed Bill 
C-16. The Bill amended the Canadian Human Rights 
Act and Criminal Code to include gender identity 
and expression as a protected ground.10 This is a 
momentous step in the healing process for Two-Spirit 
people. For the first time in Canadian history, people 
have legal protections to live free from discrimination 
because of their gender identity and expression. In 
addition, those who are discriminated against have the 
right to legal recourse.
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INDIGENOUS INNOVATIONS
Indigenous people are innovative. Because of their 
diverse forms of knowledge, Indigenous people have 
developed expertise in a number of areas. Through 
their deep connection to the land, Indigenous people 
developed various sustainable environmental practices 
to manage their resources. They harvested plants and 
developed advanced farming techniques. Indigenous 
people also discovered medicinal properties of plants 
and used them to promote healthy communities. Here 
are just a few of the things that Indigenous people 
invented or discovered.11

Willow Bark
Indigenous people 
chewed or boiled a 
tea from the leaves 
or inner bark of the 
willow tree. The tea 
would relieve fever 
or other minor pains 
like toothaches, 
headaches, or 
arthritis.

Willow bark is the 
active ingredient in 
many popular pain 
relievers we all know 
today such as Aspirin.
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Black-berry Plant
First Nations people 
treated sicknesses 
such as dysentery, 
cholera and an upset 
stomach by using the 
whole blackberry 
plant to make a tea.

The entire plant, 
including its roots, 
stems and fruit 
are all used as 
medicines.

Métis Sash
The Métis Sash has a 
long history with the 
Métis people. The 
Sash was a key trading 
item for the Métis.

The sash has many 
uses. It was used as 
a tumpline (large 
rope placed over the 
head to pull canoes 
/ heavy items), 
clothing, belts as 
well as many more 
practical uses.12

Corn (Maize)
Corn is a staple food 
that was cultivated 
by Indigenous people 
for thousands of 
years. It was shared 
and now it is grown 
all around the world.

Indigenous 
people decisively 
transformed corn 
through special 
cultivation 
techniques, spanning 
over a thousand 
years. Today corn 
has many uses.
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Pine Tree Tea
Indigenous people 
used pine trees to 
make a tea that 
helped relieve coughs 
and chest congestion.

Many cough syrups 
today use parts of 
the pine tree.

Goggles or Snow Googles
The Inuit people 
created goggles with 
bone, antler and 
ivory materials.

The goggles helped 
to prevent blinding 
snow glare while 
they hunted.

Chewing Gum
Indigenous people 
created Spruce gum 
with the resin of 
spruce trees.

Mint and other 
flavors are added to 
spruce gum to give 
it a multitude of 
flavours.
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Snowshoes
Many kinds of 
snowshoes were 
developed by First 
Nations, Métis and 
Inuit. A very common 
style was made  
from spruce and 
rawhide thongs.

Snowshoes have 
evolved over the 
centuries leading 
to new designs for 
snowshoes and skiis. 
Today, people enjoy 
many winter activities 
and sports thanks to 
these creations.

Hemlock ‘Cure for Scurvy’
The bark and needles 
of the hemlock or 
pine tree are boiled 
to make a tonic rich 
in Vitamin C.

Indigenous people 
shared their cure 
for scurvy with 
European settlers. 

Petroleum Jelly
Indigenous people used 
olefin hydrocarbons 
and methane to make 
petroleum jelly. The 
jelly was used to 
hydrate and protect 
animal and  
human skin.

Petroleum jelly is 
used widely around 
the world today for 
multiple purposes.

51



Wild Rice
Wild rice is a cereal 
grain. First Nations 
and Métis people 
sometimes presented 
wild rice as a 
treasured gift to fur 
traders as a symbol 
of friendship.

Wild rice is often seen  
as a delicacy all over 
North America.

Canoe
The canoe is an 
Indigenous invention. 
Traditionally made 
from bark and pitch, 
they varied in size 
depending on what 
they were needed for.

Today the canoe is 
used throughout the 
world as a means of 
transportation  
over water.

Maple syrup / Maple Sugar
Indigenous tribes 
developed rituals 
around sugar making, 
celebrating the Sugar 
Moon (the first full 
moon of spring) with a 
Maple Dance.

Maple syrup and sugar  
is enjoyed all over the  
world today.
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Winter Survival
Indigenous people 
helped early settlers 
by teaching them 
about farming 
and how to make 
clothes for the harsh 
Canadian climate.

Indigenous people 
showed settlers how 
to keep them warm 
which allowed them 
to survive the  
harsh winters.

Lawn Darts
Indigenous people 
created the game 
of lawn darts using 
shucked new green 
corn with its kernels 
removed. Feathers 
were attached  
to the darts to 
increase viability.

The game of lawn 
darts is enjoyed all 
over the world today.
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Lacrosse

Métis Fiddle Music

Lacrosse is a team  
sport invented by 
Indigenous people.

Many believe it is 
the fore-runner to 
hockey. The national 
sport of Canada.

This music is 
distinctive to the 
Métis people and was 
developed over many 
years. Scottish and 
French Canadians 
introduced fur 
traders to the violin. 
The Métis created 
a music that was 
entirely unique.

The style is very 
percussive and the 
metre in the music is 
often different from 
measure to measure. 
The style is so 
unique that most non 
Métis players call the 
Métis style of fiddle 
‘crooked’ as it is 
nearly impossible to 
count to 8 over two 
bars. It is considered 
an oral tradition of 
Métis as it is too 
difficult to teach in 
formal training.
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BE SAFE, BE WISE, BE AWARE
Hitchhiking

1.	�Avoid hitchhiking if possible. Instead, use 
taxi services.

2.	�If you do hitchhike, keep the following 
tips in mind:

3.	�Always let someone know where you are 
going, when you expect to get to your 
destination and call/text them when you 
arrive at your destination to let them 
know you arrived safely.

4.	�Carry a mobile phone and identification 
with you at all times. 

5.	�Use roads that have heavier traffic. 
6.	�Always note the description of anyone who 

offers you a ride, including their vehicle. 

If you notice suspicious behaviour, do not hesitate 
to call the police – the call can save a life
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Going Out / Buddy System

If you are going out, always let others know when you 
will be back and where you are going. It is important 
to establish this as a routine.

Create a buddy system. Find a friend(s) you trust 
to be part of your buddy system. You can let them 
know where you are going and when you expect to 
get there. Also, offer to be a buddy for a friend so 
that you contribute to keeping your friends safe and 
vice-versa.

Online safety

Be aware that people you don’t trust or know may 
intercept and read your social media posts on Facebook 
and/or Twitter. They may find out information about 
you including what you are doing and where you are 
going. Limit who can see your posts or keep posts about 
your identity and location vague.

Be careful when logging into your accounts on 
another computer. The computer may have logged 
or remembered your credentials, and the person’s 
computer or device may now have access to your 
personal accounts. Change your passwords often to help 
prevent theft/sabotage of your social media accounts.
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Drinking and personal safety

Do not drink if possible or if you are 
not of age. However, if you do drink, 
always keep track of what is in your 
drink. It only takes a second for someone 
to put something in your drink. Limit 
the amount you do drink so that you 
maintain your ability to assess the 
situation and environment around you. 
Stay in well-lit areas and be aware of 
your surroundings. Set clear boundaries 
with strangers and report suspicious 
people or behaviour to the police.
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Native Youth Crisis 
Hotline 1-877-209-1266

Kids Help Phone 
1-800-668-6868

Trans Lifeline  
(Currently 18hrs/day) 

1-877-330-6366

Reach out when you need support  
- You are never alone

Remember, no matter what you are going through, 
you are never alone. If possible, ask your family if 
they can listen and provide support. If you cannot 
talk to them, many organizations are available 
to listen and help you through difficult times. 
Remember, Indigenous women, girls and gender 
diverse people are sacred. Below are some agencies 
that are there to listen when you need to talk.

Indigenous women, girls and gender diverse people 
are strong and beautiful, and are to be loved and 
treated with respect.
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It is important for everybody, whether 
they are Indigenous or not, to reflect 
on the content presented in this guide 
and challenge the harmful colonial 
perspectives that still exist today. The 
Indigenous people of this land deserve 
acknowledgement for the significant 
contributions they have made and 
continue to make in our communities 
and across this nation. Together we can 
all work together toward a future where 
Indigenous women, girls and gender 
diverse people are valued and respected.
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