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Fort McMurray schools take on 
RMWB 6-Week Reconciliation Challenge

As the 2021-2022 school year began, Good Shep-
herd’s entire teaching staff committed to partici-
pating in the Regional Municipality of Wood Buf-
falo’s Six-Week Reconciliation Challenge, which 
focused on different themes in the lead up to the 
first ever National Day for Truth and Reconciliation 
on September 30. Staff realized they had gaps in 
their own knowledge and understandings, and 
wanted to take action. 

Vice-Principal Joanne Langevin and Indigenous 
Liaison Yvette Friesen led the initiative. Teachers 
voluntarily signed the reconciliation pledge then 
came together weekly to learn and discuss how 
to bring knowledge and awareness to their class-
rooms. 

“What I think is really neat is the staff are committed,” 
said Langevin. “They don’t view this as an extra 
committee they have to join or extra work. They’re 
actually hungry for it. They want more information, 
they want to be part of it, they want to learn.”

Indigenous and Rural Relations presented Good Shepherd Principal Sheldon Germain (centre) and 
his staff with an Every Child Matters feather for being leaders in reconciliation. (Lauren Golosky)

Indigenous Liaison Yvette Friesen with her 
reconciliation pledge. (Good Shepherd School) 

Participation spilled over into the classrooms. It led 
to meaningful conversations with students around 
topics like the school’s daily land acknowledge-
ments, the Indigenous communities within Treaty 
8, and tougher conversations such as the atrocities 
committed in residential schools.  

“The bigger ripple in the water is that now the kids 
are empowered with some truth and they are 
communicating that with their family and friends,” 
Principal Sheldon Germain said. “For me, I learned 
so much. It made me understand how much erro-
neous information I was given growing up in Fort 
McMurray.”   

Friesen, whose mother is a residential school sur-
vivor, says the most beautiful part was bringing 
together her Indigenous culture with the Catholic 
faith, and all the support she received from across 
the school. 

“I really hope in 5-10 years from now, these children 
are going to know a lot more, even more than me,” 
she said. “I never talked about this growing up or 
my mom or at school, I never wore ribbon dress-
es to school or any of these things or had Orange 
Shirt Day.” 

Many other individuals and organizations also par-
ticipated in the challenge, including other schools 
such as Elsie Yanik Catholic School. 

“As a principal, this has made it very easy to work to-
wards reconciliation with my staff and look at local 
issues and topics,” said Principal Lou Ann Demers. “ 

The Six-Week Reconciliation Challenge was open 
to everyone and can be found at 

https://www.rmwb.ca/en/indigenous-and-ru-
ral-relations/6-week-reconciliation-challenge.aspx.
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Residential school memorial 
taken to Fort Chipewyan for ceremony

Through the consultation and guidance of Cere-
monial Elders, the children went home. 

On Sunday, Oct. 10, as a Métis Elder hosted a cer-
emony out on the land near Fort Chipewyan, Cree 
and Dene Elders held a ceremony to gently pack 
the children’s shoes that lay at the steps of the Mu-
nicipality’s Jubilee Centre. 

The Elders accompanied the shoes to Fort 
Chipewyan, where another ceremony was to be 
held to guide the children’s spirits home.  

The shoes represent the thousands of stolen In-
digenous children found in unmarked graves at 
the sites of residential schools across Turtle Island 
(a name for this land used by many Indigenous 

people) – those who were not given the respect 
to return home both physically and spiritually. The 
shoes carry a profound and heartbreaking signifi-
cance to residential school survivors, their families, 
their descendants, and their communities. It is im-
portant they are honoured in a good way. 

Collectively, Elders with ancestral roots in this ter-
ritory agreed that the shoes should stay together 
and be brought to ceremony in the north, traveling 
with Elders out on the land near Fort Chipewyan.  

Although the shoes represent all communities, it 
was deemed appropriate that they were carried to 
Fort Chipewyan, where the Holy Angels residential 
school was located in this region. Holy Angels op-

A memorial dedicated to residential school survivors and victims 
outside Jubilee Plaza in Fort McMurray on June 24, 2021

erated for 100 years in Fort Chipewyan. There are 
89 recorded deaths at this school; however, stories 
from survivors tell us there are more. 

At the ceremony, the prayers were said for all. We 
are deeply grateful to the Elders, most of whom are 
survivors of the residential school system, for their 
wisdom and strength to guide our community in 
the spirit of unity, truth, respect and, above all, love. 
Hiy hiy – marsi cho – thank you. 
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Indigenous Speaker Series 
continues virtually in RMWB

Author Michelle Good spoke to Wood Buffalo 
on the National Day for Truth and Reconciliation 

on Sept. 30, 2021. (Candace Camille)

Motivational speaker and 
TikTok content creator Andrew Bird 

spoke to the region on Dec. 2, 2021. 

After the inaugural talk featuring author Jesse This-
tle, the It’s Time to Talk: Indigenous Speaker Series 
continued throughout 2021 with two additional 
speakers. 

Michelle Good, author of award-winning debut 
novel Five Little Indians, spoke on September 30, 
the first ever National Day for Truth and Reconcili-
ation. Her talk was timely – she spoke in-depth and 
candidly about residential schools and the journey 
for truth and reconciliation. 

The third speaker in the series was TEDx and mo-
tivational speaker, professional wrestler, and Tik-
Tok content creator, Andrew Bird, on December 
2. Known as “Dreadful Bird” on social media and 
in the wrestling ring, Bird is an Indigenous man 
from Saskatchewan, now living in British Columbia. 

He has found a global audience on social media, 
where he reminds people to take the time to find 
gratitude. As the second anniversary of the on-
set of the COVID-19 pandemic approached, the 
RMWB wanted to support mental health, in addi-
tion to reconciliation.  

Bird told the audience his inspirational story of 
overcoming obstacles, including being homeless 
as a teen, to achieving his childhood dream of be-
coming a professional wrestler. He was vulnerable 
in explaining how he went from a kid sleeping un-
derneath a tree in Saskatoon to being the first, and 
only, First Nations person to hold the Canadian 
Heavy Weight Champion title for 441 days.  

After sharing his life story, Bird shared with the au-
dience his dream – do – detach mindset, which he 

not only credits to helping him find success in the 
wrestling ring, but also to allowing him to meet his 
wife and start a family.  

The Indigenous Speaker Series will continue quar-
terly in 2022. Stay tuned for the announcement of 
the next speaker! You can learn more about the 
Indigenous Speaker Series at https://www.rmwb.
ca/en/indigenous-and-rural-relations/indige-
nous-speaker-series.aspx.

Building Bridges through Books! It’s Time to Read 
book club is getting underway in January 2022! 
Follow along with our debut novel, Firekeeper’s 
Daughter by Angeline Boulley, at participate.
rmwb.ca/it-s-time-to-read. Subscribe so you never 
miss an update! 
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Métis Week, Louis Riel Day 
in Wood Buffalo 

McMurray Métis President Peter Hansen, Mayor Sandy Bowman, and 
McMurray Métis CEO Bill Loutit with the Proclamation.

Mayor Sandy Bowman proclaimed November 15-
21 as Métis Week in Wood Buffalo at his first coun-
cil meeting.  

During Métis Week, we celebrate the history, cul-
ture and many contributions of the Métis people 
in our region and beyond. We also honour their 
founding leader, Louis Riel, on Louis Riel Day (No-
vember 16). November 16 marks one of the dark-
est days in Métis history, as it was the day Louis Riel 
was executed for treason in 1885.  

“The Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo hon-
ours Métis history and culture, including Louis 
Riel’s place in Canadian history and its important 
relationship with the Métis people of this region,” 
proclaimed Mayor Bowman.  

“We thank him and the rest of Regional Municipal-
ity of Wood Buffalo Council for recognizing our 
distinct Métis culture,” said McMurray Métis. “Louis 
Riel would be proud!” 

McMurray Métis celebrated the week virtually, in-
cluding a presentation of a 30-minute documenta-
ry, The Life and Times of Louis Riel, with more than 
2,000 students in 74 classes in 24 schools. The doc-
umentary was made by McMurray Métis member 
and audio/visual specialist Madilyn Hite. It can be 
found on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/
McMurrayMetis. 

To learn more about the Métis, including the lega-
cy of Louis Riel, please visit https://mcmurraymetis.
org/


