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abstract
This project explores how landscape architecture can support land-based learning, cultural practices and
community building in the space of the schoolyard. It is based in the schoolyard of Yunesit’in ?Esgul
through a collaboration with leaders, educators and students of the Yunesit’in Community, in the Tŝilhqot’in
Nation. The design emerged through a process of community engagement, rooted in listening to individual
needs, wishes and stories, and synthesizing these into a collective vision. Land-based learning is placebased learning, and so stories of place reveal a unique constellation of values, materials and memories.
I also brought my own interpretations and design ideas, drawing the process into a dialogue. The scope
for dialogue is limited only by time and resources. In this case, we had one year, three site visits, seven
zoom meetings and a few dozen email exchanges. My primary contact, Russel Meyers Ross, generated an
ongoing dialogue around cultural identity, Indigenous governance, resource management and community
development. Jessica Setah, the principal of Yunesit’in School engaged me with her staff and students to
enter dialogues redefining education in a Tŝilhqot’in context. A firm foundation emerged in connecting
students, and the broader community, to the land. In the context of this project design, this connection is
supported through material choices, significant plantings, wildlife habitat, gardening, sensory engagement,
places to process materials from the land, and intergenerational gathering spaces. Beyond the Tŝilhqot’in
context, this project encourages a reimagining of the schoolyard as a space for land-based learning, wherein
students cultivate knowledge and values connecting them to the lands that sustain us all.
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v

Figure 71. Russ doing a controlled burn. Retrieved from: https://www.facebook.com/joshneufeldphoto/photos/former-chief-and-firecrew-coordinator-from-the-yunesitin-nation-russell-myers-r/4381983231920117/
Figure 72. Image from Russ’ Graduate Project. Retrieved from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lPYgOB2vaGE
Figure 73. Workshop Sample Drawing, drawn by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 74. Sled Jump, Anonymous Workshop Participant, 2022
Figure 75. Fishing, Anonymous Workshop Participant, 2022
Figure 76. Cave Light, Anonymous Workshop Participant, 2022
Figure 77. Sunset, Anonymous Workshop Participant, 2022
Figure 78. Tree, Anonymous Workshop Participant, 2022
Figure 79. Jessica, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 80. Gathering Circle sketch 1, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 81. Gathering Circle sketch 2, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 82. Selena, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 83. Hands On sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 84. Tracking sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 85. Play Pithouse sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 86. Smokehouse sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 87. Filly, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 88. Root Cellar sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 89. Plant ID sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 90. Screened house sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 91. Amy, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 92. Outdoor Classroom sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 93. Rocks and Blocks sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 94. Rocks River sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 95. Froste, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 96. Sledding, sketch by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 97. Track, sketch by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 98. Field Sports, sketch by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 99. Rose Marie, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 100. Bee Screens, sketch by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 101. Transcript, photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 102. Rock River, sketch by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 103. Rocky River, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 104. Rocky River Section, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 105. Rocky River Section with feedback, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 106. Rocky River Section, collage by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 107. Imagine Rocky River Section, photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
Figure 108. Zipline Detail Plan with feedback, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

vi

Lexa-French: A Space for Tŝilhqot’in Education
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introduction
I met Russel Meyers Ross and Jessica Setah in the fall of 2020 through John Bass’ design studio ‘The
Indigenous In-Between’. Russ had just stepped down as Chief of Yunesit’in and Jessica had been principal
of Yunesit’in School for several years. Yunesit’in is one of six communities in the Tŝilhqot’in Nation. Russ,
Jessica and other leaders in the Tŝilhqot’in Nation attended our design reviews and responded to our projects
throughout the course of the studio. My design was a space called the ‘Nen Den’ (Nen is the Tŝilhqot’in word
for ‘land’) which supported land literacy and intergenerational learning. When the studio ended, I reached
out to Russ and asked if the community was interested in collaborating on my graduate project. He replied
that he had been discussing with Jessica how to decolonize the school, and they asked if I was interested in
working on a design for the schoolyard. I was. Thank you Russ, Jessica and the Yunesit’in community.

Figure 1. Illustration from the ‘Nen Den’, made by Ivana Lexa-French, 2020
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context
region

Yunesit’in ?Esgul is located
in Stone, the reserve of
the Yunesit’in Band of the
Tŝilhqot’in Nation. The
Tŝilhqot’in are a First Nation
of over 4000 people whose
ancestral lands span the southern
interior plateau area east of the
Rockies (Tŝilhqot’in National
Government).
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Figure 2. Site context map, made by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021

3

community
The broader community of Stone
consists of about 450 people,
with the population of Stone
around 250 people living within
59 homes (Tŝilhqot’in National
Government). Stone is located
105 km west of Williams Lake,
along the Tsilqox (Chilcotin)
River, in the Cariboo Region of
British Columbia.
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Figure 3. Map of Stone, made by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
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surroundings
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Figure 4. Context Map, made by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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site
Yunesit’in ?Esgul has around 40
students, 8 teachers and several
other full time staff. The school
principal, Jessica Setah, is
Tŝilhqot’in, as are most of the
staff. There is also a teacher from
the Bella Coola Nation and a
teacher who is Nlaka’pamux. The
the student body is likewise all
Indigenous. There are currently
no settlers on staff, although
in the past, the principals and
most of the teachers were white
settlers.
The total area of the school is
about 26,100 m2, or roughly
6.5 acres. The main building of
the school teaches kindergarten
through grade 8, while a smaller
adjacent building, Headstart,
teaches nursery and preschool
aged students.

Figure 4. Site map
made by Ivana Lexa-French
December 2021
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Figure 5. Site Map, made by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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site analysis
Headstart

The outdoor space around
Headstart features a prefabricated
playground with rubber tiles and
connects to one of the exits in the
Headstart building.
The main entry of Headstart
contains a small area partially
secured with wooden fencing that
contains a small greenhouse and
some planters for vegetables.
The site is mostly arid, except
for during the spring snowmelt,
when run-off pools in front of
Headstart.

Figure 6. (top)
Playground next to Headstart,
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
Figure 7. (middle)
Greenhouse next to Headstart
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
Figure 8. (bottom)
Planters next to Headstart
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
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Main Playground
The play area at the main building
has a prefabricated kit and a
swingset, picnic benches, a berm
with cottonwood trees and a few
planters, but otherwise there is
little vegetation.

Figure 9. (top)
Main playground kit
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
Figure 10. (middle)
Main playground swingset
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
Figure 11. (bottom)
Cottonwood berm next to main building
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
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Outdoor Learning
The play areas closer to the
school are contained by chainlink
fence, to keep out the dogs and
horses that frequent the school
grounds. Most of the outdoor
space is enclosed by wooden
fencing, which are less secure.
There is little vegetation, as the
soil is extremely sandy and lacks
humus.
There is no access to water
and electricity mains beyond
the buildings. Behind the main
school is a small greenhouse, a
smoke house, a firepit, a storage
trailer and a solar farm. A gazebo
was recently erected as a public
gathering space.

Figure 12. (top) Greenhouse and visiting
horses behind main building
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
Figure 13. (middle) Firepit behind main
building
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
Figure 14. (bottom) Smokehouse and
woodshed behind main building
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
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Athletics
A 2.5m tall berm was formed
at the edge of the soccer field,
named Muffin Hill, that the
students use for sledding in the
winter. A small paved hockey rink
is connected to the main building
and fenced area, however a larger
rink was built down the road,
which is used instead.
The main space is used as a
sports field with soccer goalposts,
however the lack of vegetation
means it’s a very dusty place to
play sports. Mountains emerge
north and south of the site,
however much of their vegetation
was burnt in a severe wildfire
event in 2017 and is currently
regenerating.

Figure 15. (top) Muffin Hill
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
Figure 16. (middle) Hockey Rink
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
Figure 17. (bottom) Sports field and
recovering mountain forests
photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
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the school building
The main school building was designed by Peter
Cardew Architects in 2013 in consultation with the
community. It drew inspiration from the Traditional
Tŝilhqot’in pithouse design, as well local cabins built
into the slope of mountains. The building features
a greenroof that catches snowmelt. The greenroof
planting is not healthy and needs new seed.

Figure 18. Traditional pithouse, source: Carter 1991, 1
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Figure 19. Yunesit’in School Architectural Drawings by Peter Cardew Architects, source: Carter 1991, 2-3
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Figure 20. Yunesit’in School Architectural Drawings by Peter Cardew Architects, source: Carter 1991, 2-3

Figure 21. Yunesit’in School in the landscape, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
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site history
Nen (landscape)

The site of Yunesit’in ?Esgul is not contained within the space
of Stone. The cultural knowledge passed down to the students is
embedded in their ancestral lands. The traditional Yunesit’in caretaker
area extends east into the Fraser River, west into Dasiqox Lakes,
north to the Tsilhqox River and south to Graveyard Valley (Yunesit’in
Government). The ancestral lands of the Tŝilhqot’in ¬span a far
broader area.
Prior to colonization, the Tŝilhqot’in moved seasonally with the cycles
of their varied food sources (Lane 1953, 172) allowing the land of
their previous settlements time to regenerate (Ross 2021, personal
interview). Historically, the Tŝilhqot’in mostly lived in smaller family
units, and moved seasonally with their diverse food sources. Some
seasonal activities, like summer salmon runs, brought many family
units together, leading to larger gatherings and ceremonies. In winter
months families lived in more isolated units to sustain winter hunting
grounds. (Lane 1953, 42-51). Living with the cycles of the land,
the Tŝilhqot’in built seasonal dwellings, and carried only the most
essential items from one dwelling to the next. (Smith 2012, 10). The
most common winter dwelling was the lhiz qen yex, the Tŝilhqot’in
pithouse, where a family would live together. Warmer months were
spent in simple lean-to shelters or sleeping in open air (Appendix 3,
2-8).
One of the core philosophies of the Tŝilhqot’in is to “leave no
footprint”. There are several archeological sites revealing the
architecture and technology of the Tŝilhqot’in, however many more are
overlooked, as was intended by the Tŝilhqot’in ancestors who valued a
lifestyle that left no marks on their beloved land (Smith 2012, 10).
Many of their place names, as well as markers of time, were named
after relationships with the land and the food it provided. ‘Tŝilhqot’in’
means ‘people of the river’. They also call themselves ‘Nenqayni’ –
‘people of the earth’ (Smith 2012, 10).
The original name of Stone is ‘Gex Nats’inilht’ih’, meaning ‘where
rabbits were hunted’ (Yunesit’in Government). Many ancestral
practices continued by the Tŝilhqot’in today occur in specific spaces
because food and medicine sources exist there or because certain
places on the land are more sacred. The site of the Yunesit’in School is
therefore not contained, but rather a learning nest connecting students
to their ancestral lands beyond. Whatever is designed on the site of
the Yunesit’in schoolyard is not a replacement for being out on the
ancestral lands, but rather a space allowing students to be familiar with
what is out on the land (Ross 2021, personal interview).

16
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Figure 22. Tŝilhqot’in Place Name, retrieved from https://www.tsilhqotin.ca/tsilhqotin-place-names/
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colonization
Permanent settlements, along with agriculture and monetized economies were initially enforced by the
colonial authorities through reserves. Colonization imposed on the Tŝilhqot’in the suffering endured by
other Indigenous peoples of Canada. The smallpox epidemics of the mid-nineteenth century wiped out over
two thirds of the Tŝilhqot’in population and colonial authorities limited access to traditional food sources
by seizing land and plundering fisheries and hunting grounds for profit. A concurrent gold rush brought an
influx of European settlers and road surveyors seeking to exploit local labor, only adding to injustice and
decimation faced by the Tŝilhqot’in people (Birchwater 2017, 43-53) .
The Tŝilhqot’in were some of the fiercest warriors in the region and never officially ceded their lands to
the colonial authorities. In 1864, Chief Klatsassan and his war party instigated the Chilcotin Wars in an
effort to rid the Tŝilhqot’in lands of European settlers once and for all. After several attacks on individuals
targeted for their invovlement in land seizure, political control and food hoarding, the Tŝilhqot’in war party
were hunted by a colonial militia, and eventually arrived unarmed to initiate peace talks with the colonial
administration. This gesture resulted in the war party being shackled and tried for murder. One of Chief
Klatsassin’s final statements was: “We meant war, not murder”. He and five others in the war party were
publicly hung (Birchwater 2017, 43-53).

Figure 23. Chief Klatsassan.
Source: https://endracebasedlaw.wordpress.com/2016/07/05/
the-chilcotin-massacre/
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residential school
In the years since, economic activity by European settlers has continued to change the Tŝilhqot’in land
through overfishing, extensive hunting and deforestation for timber and agriculture. Like other First Nations,
colonial authorities took children from their families and placed them in residential schools. Most Tŝilhqot’in
were sent to St. Joseph’s Mission and Kamloops (Birchwater 2017, 59-66).
St. Joseph’s Mission sits just outside Williams Lake and closed in 1981. When its closure was announced
on the radio, people came and ransacked the building, tearing of boards and windows, which were likely
used as building materials (Ross 2021, personal interview). Only the foundation and graveyard remains on
private farmland. Housing shortages remain a problem for Stone, and other Tŝilhqot’in communities, as do
economic opportunities on the reserve. The Tŝilhqot’in National Government works to develop sustainable
land-use as a basis for economic and political sovereignty.

Figure 24. Remaining site of St. Joseph’s Mission, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
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Aboriginal Title
The Tŝilhqot’in lands contain
some of the cleanest freshwater
lakes in B.C., many of which
are potable. Their most sacred
lake, Teztan Biny (Fish Lake) is
located in the region of Nabas,
northwest of Tsi Nadil?ah (Mt.
Vic). Nabas is a significant place
of old graves, cremation sites,
fishing, hunting, gathering and
archeological sites (Smith 2012,
2).
Forestry companies have spent
years attemping to lay claim on
Tŝilhqot’in lands and in 2008,
the Taseko Mining company
proposed Prosperity Mine, a
project that would drain Fish
Lake and turn it into a tailings
pit. These environmental and
political threats to the Tŝilhqot’in
Nation have lead to numerous
court battles over a decades.
The Tŝilhqot’in fought
relentlessly with land claims
involving extensive research on
ancestral land use. In 2014 they
gained Aboriginal Title of 4,380
km2 of their ancestral lands, an
unprecedented decision by the
Canadian Supreme Court. Rather
than manage their lands within
the protocols of the Canadian and
B.C. parks, the Tŝilhqot’in are
developing their own system of
contemporary Indigenous land
management.
Figure 25. Ancestral territory of Yunesit’in
and Tŝilhqot’in, as well as current declared
title and proven rights area
map source: https://native-land.ca/maps/
territories/tsilqotin/?lang=fr
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critical essay
Introduction

“The depth of knowledge and the absolute fluency my mother had with the language were exceptionally
rich. In my mind, she truly had the best education in the world. The education passed down by Tŝilhqot’in
ancestors is based on systematic observations of the environment. The people had access to the most efficient
laboratory: intact and virtually untouched nature and specialized guides from the universe. The inherited
traditions have been time-tested and re-experienced time and time again from generation to generation”
(Linda Smith 2018, 4).
Tŝilhqot’in education has always been on the land. Like other Indigenous peoples, the Tŝilhqot’in developed
a profound understanding of their lands, and like other colonial subjects, the relationship with their land has
been profoundly trivialized by European settler colonialism. Residential schools are perhaps the greatest
source of trauma and loss for the First Peoples of Canada. They are also the first experience many had
with institutionalized education, and so ‘school’ has meant the very antithesis of ‘education’ for many First
Nations. Residential schools have been closed for decades, however communities, like the Tŝilhqot’in, are
still working to heal intergenerational trauma, and recuperate knowledge and relationships with their land,
culture and community. For a band-lead school like Yunesit’in ?Esgul, redefining the school environment
to support their culture is an integral process. While their definition of education is unique to their cultural
identity, their process of reimagining ‘school’ is pertinent not only to other Indigenous communities, but to
all communities and to designers of school spaces.
This project explores how landscape architecture can support land-based learning, cultural practices and
community building in the space of the schoolyard. The process of support is rooted in listening to individual
needs, wishes and stories, and synthesizing these into a collective vision. Land-based learning is placebased learning, and so stories of place reveal a unique constellation of values, materials and memories.
As a designer, I bring my own interpretations and ideas, and so the process extends from observation into
dialogue. In consultation with community leader Russ, school principal Jessica and the educators and
students of Yunesit’in ?Esgul, the project seeks an understanding of what Tŝilhqot’in education is in the
21st century. The project responds next to the broader context of colonization and its impact on Indigenous
education, and land-based learning is explored as a process of decolonizing education. The project finally
assesses the value of land-based learning in non-Indigenous schools. It explores design tools for reimagining
the schoolyard as a space for learning, community building and placemaking.
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I. What is Tŝ ilhqot’in education?
Knowing in the Land
Tŝilhqot’in education cannot be learned in a book. It is embodied through reciprocating within cycles of
the land and community. Tŝilhqot’in education an integrated way of being and knowing through a lifetime.
Linda Smith is a Tŝilhqot’in scholar, and auntie of Russel Meyers Ross. She writes that “Tŝilhqot’in elders
would say this connection has been there since time began. The land is what makes us complete; it is an
extension of our body and our soul; it is what gives us joy; it is what gives us security; it protects us; it
feeds us; it comforts us; it heals us; it is our Mother” (Smith 2018, 5).
Russ tells me about his grandmother, Linda Smith’s mother. “When I think of my grandmother I think of
somebody who was capable of going almost anywhere in the territory and having comfort in being able
to make sure that she could provide for herself and the family. And it’s a big family. Sixteen children”
(Ross 2021, personal interview). To fully live on the land requires an intricate understanding of its plants,
animals, seasons, geography and cycles. Through generations of observation, the Tŝilhqot’in developed
a wealth of knowledge unique to their lands which sustained them. “It’s part of the identity. You’re part
of the land, the land is part of you. The stories reinforce that as well” (Ross 2021, personal interview).
Tŝilhqot’in education is rooted in this knowledge, and in continuing the relationship with the land. “We
cannot exist as foreigners upon meaningless land” (Linda Smith 2018, 8). Educator Sue Carlson, who
has been part of Yunesit’in School for many years, asserts the land: “cannot be reproduced. And the deep
memories of the area belong to the Tŝilhqot’in. Any substitute offered in exchange for destroying the real
thing cannot measure up” (Smith 2018, 15). Tsilqhot’in knowledge is extremely place-specific. It can not
be transplanted.

Figure 26. Cliffs and Trees, Art and Photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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Place-Based Learning
The educators of Yunesit’in ?Esgul currently teach in classrooms, but also take students out on to their
ancestral lands, revive their language, and bring Tŝilhqot’in knowledge holders and practices into the
curriculum. Elder Orrie Charleyboy states: “In certain areas, such as berry picking, medicinal plant
gathering, Labrador-tea gathering, you actually have to go out on those sites and teach the children what
you’re picking. You can’t do that in these areas anymore because of the devastation of logging practices”
(Smith 2011, 26). Tŝilhqot’in scholar Linda Smith describes her and her mother’s reaction to the initial
clearcutting of the forest near their homes: “My mother and I wept for weeks after seeing this intentional
slaughter of our forest; we saw it as a massacre. In fact, all lands cherished by the Yunesit’in have been
destroyed. The only pristine area left on the Yunesit’in side of the river is Nabas and Teztan Biny (Fish Lake)
is part of that” (Smith 2018, 5).
Elder Minnie Charleyboy describes Teztan as a special place to pick medicinal plants. Another Tŝilhqot’in
Elder, Dinah Billyboy describes: “The roots from the plants that grew in those spiritual mountains are the
best medicine we could ever have. I still use those medicines for my aches and pains today” (Smith 2011,
19). Sacred places have more powerful medicines and it is important for the Tŝilhqot’in children to learn on
these lands. While the Tŝilhqot’in ancestors left little in the way of man-made materials in the land, the land
embodies their stories, values and knowledge. These intangible elements at the core of Tŝilhqot’in culture are
learned by engaging with the land in the ways of the ancestors.
It’s over 80 km from Stone to Fish Lake on back country roads. While certain medicines and plants will
likely be planted at the school, they will not have the same power as those that grow in the Nabas region. The
Yunesit’in Schoolyard provides a nest wherein students can familiarize themselves with plant species and
animal tracks. At school, they can learn to clean fish, smoke meat, tan hides, can fruit, dry medicines and grow
vegetables. “We essentially want children to be familiar with the land, and be comfortable in it, and be able to
utilize it the way our ancestors did” (Ross 2021, personal interview). There is currently a culture camp on the
outskirts of Stone where many of these events occur, as well as gatherings and ceremonies, occur. However,
providing facilities to support such activities on the school grounds would facilitate integrating them into the
daily curriculum.
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Familiarity with the Land
“Knowing that the lessons at the school can’t always be out on the land, how can we bring it as close as
we can and be able to mimic the things we need to teach on the land?” (Ross 2021, personal interview).
Familiarity comes through practical, first-hand knowledge. Seeing traditional foods and medicines every
day, touching them, watering them, watching them change through seasonal cycles. Danish landscape
architect Helle Nebelong references Kaplan and Kaplan’s term involuntary attention, as “the instinctive
automatic attention which appears when we are under the influence of nature’s sounds, smells and changes of
temperature” (Nebelong 2021, 171). By simply surrounding students at Yunesit’in school with the plants and
materials of their ancestors they can instinctively familiarize themselves with them.
Traditionally, the Tŝilhqot’in, like other oral cultures, did not obtain knowledge through written lists of
information, but through being immersed in a tactile relationship with their surroundings. “Familiarity
with the land comes in so many pieces” (Ross 2021, personal interview). Knowing where to walk, how to
ride a horse, how to start a fire, how to safely control burning - “There are all these things people have
subconsciously learned, and when we’re able to apply them later we are able to do them quite well. But I
think it only comes with those small experiences of building a fire by yourself and seeing how the weather
patterns move” (Ross 2021, personal interview). Tŝilhqot’in education is including children in these ‘small
experiences’ every day so that their ancestral knowledge is internalized. Tŝilhqot’in knowledge is based on a
sort of literacy of with the land. Ultimately, one can only become fluent through immersion.

Figure 27. Horse on Mountain, Art and Photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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Tŝilhqot’in as Generalists
“Independence means being a generalist, which means knowing a little bit about everything” (Little Bear
2000, 79). Tŝilhqot’in knowledge contains a vast array of information on how to engage with the land. Russ
describes the Tŝilhqot’in as generalists- people being diverse and skilled enough to take on any activity
(Ross 2021, personal interview). Historically, they have had no strict division of labor by gender, nor
exclusive specialization of labor. “A shaman hunted, fought, and fished, as did anyone else” (Lane 1953, 4849). Russ clarifies that there is specialization within the community, but that individuals seek to be capable
of doing many things. “There’s a level of freedom in a community like this where you’re not scrutinized as
much, so you’re able to test things out and are encouraged to do things” (Ross 2021, personal interview).
Compared to some of Canada’s other first peoples, the Tŝilhqot’in had few conventions around material
construction and might use any number of materials from the land to build a fish trap or a winter home. A
value based in practicality, this approach to materiality based in diversity was better for sustaining the land’s
resources. In this, Tŝilhqot’in knowing is based in the ingenuity, adaptivity and resilience to observe the
landscape and understand how to use it in a diversity of ways.
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Figure 28. Salmon in Sun, Art and Photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

A Lived Relationship
“In any culture or society you end up focusing on the materials around you. You find ways to harvest
them and manipulate them…But there’s also that relationship which is a spiritual one, that you’re doing it
with a level of respect to the land itself. There’s a level of exploration but there’s also a level of respect
and observation for those that could be affected by you. Things you need to be careful of when you touch
something, or just the intention of how you go about something” (Ross 2021, personal interview). Tŝilhqot’in
education is learning the how to engage with land through both material ingenuity and spiritual reverence,
and most importantly, how to moderate the balance between the two. Land Smith describes: “There are
many ritual observances to prevent land, resources and trapping/hunting/fishing gear from being affected
by negative human energy and adverse impacts. As an example of a spiritual impact, Elders share that a
forceful and physical impact to the ground such as a human accidentally falling to the ground could bring
dire consequences to the individual. It seems that this simple blunder is a grave offense to the earth” (Smith
2018, 11). The Tsilqhot’in culture has likely evolved to a point where they tread less carefully on the ground
than they used to, but the fundamental value of engaged with the land thoughtfully remains. Russ states:
“It’s a lived relationship. I might be speaking in abstract terms. If you’re interacting with a horse, it has a
certain type of energy and you have to be careful of what energy you’re sending to it and what energy you’re
receiving back” (Ross 2021, personal interview). Tŝilhqot’in education means students considering the
sentience of the land around them. Increasing their daily engagement with plants, animals and even stones
provides opportunities for them to exercise their spiritual reciprocity with the land.

Being Tŝilhqot’in First
The Tŝilhqot’in are generalists, and Russ explains there isn’t a huge conservative element to the culture,
but also recognizes that in the context of colonization and globalization, the world’s cultures are under:
“immense stress and distraction. The core question I would have for what’s a Tŝilhqot’in education, is what
are the important values to keep? Because we are going through these times of change, and you want to be
able to say: ‘yes it’s good to learn hip hop, yes it’s good to learn guitar and the fiddle, but your core identity
is Tŝilhqot’in. So you should learn your songs first. This is how I see the essential moral for how Tŝilhqot’in
education unfolding. Let’s value Tŝilhqot’in first, and let’s continue evolving and make sure kids can read
and write, and learn sports that aren’t necessarily from here” (Ross 2021, personal interview).
Elder Orrie Charleyboy asserts: “Without the land, you can’t teach the language. Without the language,
you don’t have the land” (Smith 2018, 26). Land literacy and culturally literacy are embedded in linguistic
literacy. Russ stresses the immense importance of retaining Tŝilhqot’in stories in the original language.
Stories and the land carry the immense depth of Tŝilhqot’in knowing. These sources of knowledge are vast
and layered. Russ describes how understandings gained from stories can sometimes emerge after many years
of reflection. “Stories give character to that concept of respect for the land” (Ross 2021, personal interview).
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II. Decolonizing Education
Bones in the Water
I ask Russ if the Tŝilhqot’in have an organizing principal for land, perhaps elements of water or earth? “Like
the ancient Greeks?”- he pauses to think. “No, it’s more like putting the salmon bones back in the river”
(Ross 2021, personal interview). I read Salmon Boy again:
Once a young boy jumped into the river and was “carried down nearly to the salt water, where he
came ashore at a large village. In the open space in front of the village a number of young men
were playing. He went up to a house, in front of which sat an old woman weaving a basket, and
asked for food. The woman pointed out one of the boys who was playing about, and told him to kill
him and eat him, for he was really a fish in human form. He did so; and when he had finished, the
old woman told him to throw the bones back into the water. Now, the eyes had not been cooked,
but had been thrown out on the ground. A soon as the bones touched the water, the fish boy came
to life again ; but he had no eyes, and came groping up to the old woman, crying because he could
not see. The woman gave the fish boy his eyes, and told him to swallow them and they would come
back all right. He did so, and had his eyes again.”
-excerpt from Salmon Boy, a Tŝilhqot’in Story
(Farrand 1900, 24)

The salmon people were there for the boy to eat. The elder told the boy to return everything he didn’t use to
the land. The bones came back to life in the water.
In his paper, Jagged Worldviews Colliding, Leroy Little Bear describes the worldview of the Plains Indians
but suggests a “similarity among North American Indian philosophies…All things are animate, imbued with
spirit and in constant motion…The idea of all things being in constant motion or flux leads to a holistic and
cyclical view of the world” (Little Bear 2000, 77-78). The boy wasted the eyes of the salmon, and it caused
panic and blindness. Yet, the elder, in her wisdom, was able to restore the cycle that had been damaged. I
ask Russ what stories mean to the Tŝilhqot’in. “Stories are about place, and conceptualizing identities within
them. Stories reference time, like the shifting of seasons.” (Russ, personal interview). The Tŝilhqot’in
remember the story of Salmon Boy. Traditionally, they always returned their salmon bones to the river.
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Figure 29. Salmon in Sun, Art and Photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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Ecological Legacies
Russ tells me that most importantly, stories support the laws that respect the connection to the spiritual
realm. Laws can never be put aside (personal interview with Russel Meyers Ross, date unnoted). Leroy
Little Bear states that law “is not something that is separate unto itself. Law is the culture, and culture is
law” (Little Bear 2000, 83). I ask Russ to describe the core values of the Tŝilhqot’in. He says: “Water”.
Polluting the river and destroying the Tŝilhqot’in salmon habitat goes against the laws of the land.
‘Tŝilhqot’in’ means ‘people of the river’. Potawatomi scholar Kyle Powys Whyte believes that the purpose of
sturgeon restoration among Great Lakes Tribes is not only about bringing sturgeon back into their diets and
performing certain ceremonies around sturgeon. These ceremonies and community feasts “commemorate the
centrality of sturgeon in certain moral relationships.” It motivates humans “to become aware of how they can
be trustworthy and accountable environmental stewards so that the sturgeon (an anadromous) fish will return
each year” (2018, 13). The sturgeon are a mirror in which the community and individuals monitor their
integrity in relation to the world. A healthy landscape reflects an honorable way of life.
Research on Indigenous land management demonstrates numerous examples of how practices, such as
controlled burning, weeding, fertilizing or pruning terrestrial landscapes, have significantly enhanced
ecological systems (Armstrong et al. 2021, 1). A study lead by Chelsey Geralda Armstrong on the coastal
forests in British Columbia, identified four old village sites of the Ts’msyen and Coast Salish peoples
and measured four functional traits at these sites- seed mass, shade tolerance, pollination syndrome and
dispersal syndrome. The study found greater species richness on the old Indigenous village sites, compared
with peripheral forests, as well as larger seeds, more animal dispersed species, more shade-tolerant species
and more insect pollinated species. Each site contained distinct plant communities made up of edible
and medicinal plants that formed a well-developed understory, supporting not only humans but animals.
“Ts’msyen Elders have remarked that ‘old villages’ were the best places to hunt. Despite these sites not
having been cultivated for at least 150 years, they contained less invasive species, such as Himalayan
blackberry, compared to peripheral forests (Armstrong et al. 2021, 2-5). The study notes that these findings
contrast with: “most studies of land-use legacies of human impact which often find negative effects from
human influences” (Armstrong et al. 2021, 5). In cultures that view the abundance land as a reflection of
personal integrity, their legacy is one of ecological resilience.
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Figure 30. Plants in the Waves, Art and Photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

Fragmented Knowing
Russ tells that after his grandmother had 16 children, all but the eldest, his auntie Linda, were sent to
residential school. She told him how parents would watch out the window as her children were taken away,
and how empty the village felt when they were gone (Ross 2021, personal interview). “By force, terror,
and educational policy, [colonization] attempted to destroy the Aboriginal worldview – but failed. Instead,
colonization left a heritage of jagged worldviews among Indigenous peoples…Their consciousness became
a random puzzle, a jigsaw puzzle that each person has to attempt to understand” (Little Bear 2000, 84-85).
Russ’ grandmother lived into her nineties. His mother attended Kamloops Residential School, but she rarely
spoke about it, and passed away in her sixties. Russ explains how much shorter the lifespans were among
residential school survivors.
Yunesit’in School was never a residential school, but the former principals were all white, as were the
teachers. Anishinnaabe scholar Leanne Betasamosake Simspon describes her childhood experience of
education as “continually being measured against a set of principles that required surrender to an assimilative
colonial agenda in order to fulfill those principles.” (Simpson 2017, 149). While the values of positivism
are espoused by colonial pedagogy, the cultural values of educators inevitably determine the parameters of
what constitutes knowledge. In her book, Decolonizing Education: nourishing the learning spirit, Mi’kmaq
educational scholar, Marie Battiste, advocates for the displacement of cognitive imperialism: “Despite
the fact that all peoples have knowledge, the transformation of knowledge into a political power base has
required the control of the meanings and diffusion of knowledge” (2013, 159). An educational system
organized to create “the same” experience for every student does not achieve equality. On the contrary, it
subjugates local knowledge systems.
Indigenous communities carry the legacy of colonial education not only through intergenerational trauma
from residential schools and jagged worldviews left by cultural genocide, but a “Eurocentric education
system that has taught them to distrust their Indigenous knowledge systems, their elders’ wisdom and
their own inner learning spirit.” (Battiste 2013, 24). Cognitive imperialism teaches children to understand
their Indigenous identities as a source of inferiority, thrusting them into: “a society that does not want
them to show too much success or too much Indian identity, losing their connections to their land, family
and community when they have to move away as there is no work in their homeland (Battiste 2013, 23).
Russ says that since colonialism, Indigenous people don’t live in authentic spaces. Several generations
of Tŝilhqot’in children have learned English before they learned Tŝilhqot’in. They grew up eating EuroAmerican food and have had to actively learn to enjoy their ancestral foods. Tŝilhqot’in children have grown
up learning English children’s songs. “Learn your songs first. Value Tŝilhqot’in first” (Personal interview
with Russ). While children may not understand the deeper value of their culture, it is crucial to experience it
as innate and an aspect of themselves they can depend upon, rather than an externalized puzzle they attempt
to piece together through their life. Russ explains: “Governance is an internal thing”. Governance isn’t only
political, it’s everywhere. The school staff are a form of governance. The hard work that Jess and her staff
put in is not only reassembling the jigsaw described by Little Bear, within a modern educational setting, but
nourishing the learning spirit and self-confidence of their students. The hard work of the future is building a
community thriving on their ancestral lands.
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Embodying the Land
“Children, language, lands: almost everything was stripped away, stolen when you weren’t looking because
you were trying to stay alive. In the face of such loss, one thing our people could not surrender was the
meaning of land.” (Kimmerer 2013, 17). Russ tells me how the Tŝilhqot’in had been fierce warriors.
Smallpox wiped out two thirds of their population- in one village only to small girls survived. Since the
Chilcotin War, they’ve mistrusted the colonial government. After the horrors of residential school, everyone
was affected, everyone has a painful story. When the Tŝilhqot’in government went to court to gain aboriginal
title, they had something to fight for. He’d never seen something bring the Tŝilhqot’in together like the court
battle for their land.
In her chapter “Land as Pedagogy” Leanne Betasamosake Simpson describes land as the ultimate teacher.
Land as pedagogy is more than a collection of facts about the land, but a way of seeing and being with
the land. “Indigenous education is not Indigenous or education from within our intellectual practices
unless it comes through the land, unless it occurs in an Indigenous context using Indigenous processes”
(Simpson 2017, 154). Simpson describes how Indigenous cultures have lived closely with the land, forming
keen observations of life and its processes over time. In learning to see and question, the land reveals its
knowledge. “ ‘Theory’ is generated and regenerated continually through embodied practice and within
each family, community, and generation of people. Theory isn’t just an intellectual pursuit. It is woven
within kinetics, spiritual presence, and emotion. It is contextual and relational. It is intimate and personal
with individuals themselves holding the responsibilities for finding and generating meaning within their
own lives” (Simpson 2017, 151). Embodying the cycles of the land positions individuals in a very real
relationships with their environment and themselves. Kyle Powys White works in environmental education
and challenges the idea that male aggression is an important aspect of hunting. “In fact, relational qualities –
including community accountability and empathy – seemed more to motivate successful hunting” (2018, 12).
To learn an animals movements, footprints and habits, to follow it quietly, and to take its life with precision,
requires attentiveness. To take its life teaches the value of life. The boy didn’t kill the salmon because he was
cruel, but because he was hungry.
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Figure 31.The Wolf , Art and Photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

Stone Reserve has a food sovereignty program. Jess tells me that the kids no longer have access to the
greenhouses on the reserve, but that the kids have a few small ones and they love to come see how the
plants grow. She wants to grow more food at the school, so they can provide their own food, and so the kids
understand where it comes from. “…the cosmic cycles are in constant motion, but they have regular patterns
that result in recurrences such as the seasons of the year, the migration of animals, renewal ceremonies,
songs, and stories. Constant motion, as manifested in cyclical or repetitive patterns, emphasizes process as
opposed to product.” (Little Bear 2000, 78). Embodied learning is understanding one’s own body in relation
to the world, and embodied knowing is taking responsibility for this position. As Leanne Betasamosake
Simpson sums it up: “It’s not just pedagogy, it’s how to live life” (Simpson 2017, 166).

Figure 32. Salmon in the Land, Art and Photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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Internalizing Knowledge
The story of salmon boy, like the many stories of the Tŝilhqot’in, offers entertainment on dark winter nights.
The story of salmon boy embodies the values of the Tŝilhqot’in, it carries knowledge about the land, and
continues the cycle of Tŝilhqot’in identity from the ancestors, as the story lives from one generation to the
next. It’s value lays in the many layers of significance woven within it over time. Kyle Powys Whyte refers
to ‘collective continuance’ as “education designed to immerse us in our traditions of qualities of moral
relationships across generations” (Whyte 2018. 18). Education is not isolated in childhood or a classroom,
it occurs among generations in every area of life, especially on the land. Learning is a way of seeing and
responding continuously. “These are not ‘instructions’ like commandments, though, or rules; rather, they
are like a compass: they provide an orientation but not a map. The work of living is creating that map for
yourself” (Kimmerer 2013, 7).
Robin Wall Kimmerer describes how, as a child, she wondered why the colors of asters and goldenrod
looked so beautiful together. Her observation of beauty was later rejected by a university advisor as ‘not
science’. “My natural inclination was to see the relationships, to seek the threads that connect the world,
to join instead of divide. But science is rigorous in separating the observer from the observed, and the
observed from the observer. Why two flowers are beautiful together would violate the division necessary for
objectivity (Kimmerer 2013, 42). She later learned that “goldenrod and asters appear very similar to bee eyes
and human eyes…growing together both receive more pollinator visits that they would if they were growing
alone (Kimmerer 2013, 42, 46). Kimmerer is a trained biologist and she is not challenging the merits of
scientific inquiry; her story invites other forms of inquiry, wherein knowledge is integrated within moral
relationships with the land.
By comparison, globalized conventions of European academia often insert some form of intermediary to
objectify and legitimize knowledge- a book, a citation, a taxonomy, a teacher or a degree. While there are
certainly benefits to peer reviewed work and credentials, students are rarely invited to simply see what’s
right in front of them without a worksheet or a lesson plan. In this, they don’t learn to rely on their own
ingenuity to understand the world, nor their own wisdom to position themselves in relation to it.

34

Lexa-French: A Space for Tŝilhqot’in Education

Figure 33. Tumbleweed, Photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

EMBODY
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III. Reimagining the Schoolyard
The Schoolyard
In European settler culture, education occurs in schools. A typical school is designed for education to occur
inside and play to occur outside, as if landscapes are a distraction from knowledge, and learning can only
occur at a table between four walls. To impose this spacial schism on Tŝilhqot’in education is to undermine
the foundation of their relational learning on the land. It is also important to assess how this schism impacts
non-Indigenous children.
Nancy Takahashi is a lecturer in landscape architecture at University of Virginia. Her paper on Educational
Landscapes explores how to improve the design of school grounds for students. In her critique of the current
standard for school grounds, she describes schoolyard landscapes as “subordinate to the more important
physical structure [the school building]. The discontinuity of inside and outside signals the irrelevance of
the outdoors to learning” (Takahashi 1999, 12). Takahashi describes how the schoolyard can enhance the
curriculum through hands-on learning, and further, how responding to the character of the site through
design can help foster a connection to place (Takahashi 1999, 9-10). Her paper explores the possibilities
of schoolyards as learning spaces “limited only by our inventiveness and energy to create new teaching
environments” (Takahashi 1999, 14). She identifies learning environments in garden rooms, pavilions, picnic
tables, amphitheaters, tree groves, ponds or wetlands. Different spaces accommodate different types of
learning. A sheltered reading garden and storytelling circle could extend from the library (Takahashi 1999,
17). Science and environmental studies are obvious subjects for outdoors hands-on learning, and Takahashi
also proposes the landscape as an inspiration for art and journaling, or patterns and units on the land as
supporting math lessons (Takahashi 1999, 13).

Remembering in the Landscape
Mutlaba Khan studied a design intervention in a schoolyard in Bangladesh, where a mostly barren schoolyard
gained an amphitheatre, a natural learning area, a water learning area, an area with loose materials, a play
area and a garden. The types of vegetation in the schoolyard increased from two to twenty-seven. 123
students participated in a study, in which half the students received math and science instruction outdoors
and the other half remained in the classroom for these daily lessons. After one month, the test scores of the
outdoor learning group increased significantly, compared to insignificant change among the indoor group. In
student surveys, the outdoor learning group reported higher exploration, collaboration and physical comfort
in their learning experiences. Teachers used natural loose materials in their lessons, for example, one teacher
used seeds as units in math class. She tried doing the same thing inside the classroom, but one student
explained: “We can’t see in the classroom standing if madam works with seeds…but in the amphitheater we
can all see and understand.” Another girl reported: “We can understand better when the teacher uses different
elements. Even if we forget, we can remember when we look outside at these settings” (Khan et al. 2020,
1095). The landscape engages, clarifies and reminds.
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Forest Schools
Most Indigenous value systems recognize the land as the greatest teacher. The idea that the landscape offers
invaluable engagement for children is slowly gaining traction in settler Canadian-culture, particularly
through ‘Forest Schools’. A broad name for any type of outdoor, land-based learning space, Forest Schools,
or Nature Schools, developed from a pedagogy of outdoor learning in Denmark, is slowly gaining popularity
in northern Europe, Australia and North America. They are usually geared towards younger learners, but
the parameters of these schools are broad, spanning part-time, full-time, urban, rural, private and public
contexts. They can be found in any range of ecological systems, from prairie to desert to urban forest, with
the basic goal that children learn from the natural environment and build a relationship to place. A recent
survey in the U.S. identified over 250 Nature Preschools and Forest Kindergartens attended by approximately
10,000 children. Most of the schools had waiting lists over 12 months. There are over 40 programs listed in
Canada, mostly in Ontario and British Columbia (Boileau and Dabaka 2020, 226).
Zabe MacEachren asserts that Forest School Educators are in a unique position to seek First Nation’s
guidance on incorporating Indigenous ways of knowing into their teaching. She considers that this
knowledge may be “lost in translation”, particularly if Forest Schools develop models from Europe without
considering the context of Indigenous pedagogy in Canada first. The respectful integration of Indigenous
land-based pedagogy into Canadian settler curriculums would require extensive engagement between
communities, however MacEachren recognizes potential in Indigenous wisdom and ecological knowledge
to connect settler Canadians more deeply to the land. She identifies learning by imitation as a particularly
valuable practice among First Nations. “With the global increase in compulsory schooling, children’s
opportunities to learn through the imitation of adults at work have diminished, replaced by school activities
that prioritize abstract learning” (MacEachren 2018, 95). She describes how Forest School Educators can
create opportunities for children to observe Educators working with their hands, and identifies this process
of observation as a valuable skill. “The cognitive development and practical outcome resulting from a child
integrating the use of their hands in conjunction with their conceptual imagination requires complex ordering
of ideas” (MacEachren 2018, 95).
The value of working with one’s hands is implicit in valuing the imitation of it. MacEachren identifies
Canada’s First Nations as highly adept craftspeople who developed complex methodologies to shape tools
using local materials (MacEachren 2018, 96). Colonial culture has continually undermined the sophistication
of Indigenous technologies, and even among settlers, trades generally garner a less prestigious position in
educational institutions. This bias may be one reason outdoor learning spaces are underutilized. This bias
may also be causing a significant number of children to disengage from their educational experience. In a
study surveying 25 Forest School educators across Canada, one participant described how: “children who do
not necessarily excel in a traditional school environment, often excel in various areas at Forest School. Their
self-esteem increases and they don’t even realize they’re learning”. The Forest School Educators generally
reported students gained a better appreciation for the land and improved physical ability at Forest Schools.
Additionally, they described students as developing more inquiry-based learning, enhanced imagination
and creativity, as well as greater self-confidence, social skills and abilities to work collaboratively (Boileau
and Dabaka 2020, 235). The growing popularity of forest schools is surely a positive outcome for Canadian
education. Just as it is not fully possible to bring the Tŝilhqot’in ancestral lands to the Yunesit’in Schoolyard,
the Forest School experience may not be possible to replicate in urban schoolyards. However, these Forest
Schools form a valuable precedent for reimagining Canadian educational values, land-based learning and the
schoolyard.
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Integrating Learning Spaces
Tŝilhqot’in education offers precedent for wholistic learning: is the intellectual observation and
understanding of the land, it is the moral relationship of respecting the land, it is the physical competence to
work in the land, it is the technical ingenuity to create from the land and it is the social intelligence to learn
these skills from elders, ancestors, and non-human relations. By comparison, European colonial education
is highly compartmentalized. Divisions are built between inside and outside, mental and physical, work and
play, as if these existed in an inverse relationship. Developmentally, these realms are all very important to
children, and while they are distinct, it is possible, and even beneficial, to design for their integratation.
In Takahashi’s descriptions of designing schoolyards as Educational Landscapes, there is of course still space
for play. Certain spaces, like an amphitheater, can not simultaneously function as a learning and play space.
Some spaces, like a pond providing habitat, should not be regarded as play spaces. Yet others, like a water
feature, could teach children about hydrology as they play with water. The moving parts of a playground
could demonstrate basic properties of physics, yet doing so while other children play on it would not be
effective timing. In reimagining schoolyards, playgrounds remain a staple, as play itself remains a form of
learning. Danish landscape architect, Helle Nebelong, describes ‘active learning’ as “involving the whole
body, all the senses” (Nebelong 2021, 171). Quality play is integral to learning. However, the quality of play
is determined by the quality of the play space.
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Figure 34. Diving Salmon, photo and art by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

Attention to Play
Helle Nebelong believes that in natural spaces “children have to use their full bodies and minds to
explore their surroundings” (Nebelong 2021, 171). The biophilic qualities of naturalistic landscapes foster
engagement, but not necessarily alertness. Nonetheless, designers of children’s spaces often rely bright
colors and novel forms to draw children into these spaces. Nebelong responds that: “it is a grown-up’s
misconception that everything that has to do with children should be colourful and fun” (Nebelong 2021,
174). She interviews colour psychologist Lene Bjerregaard who warns how bright colors, like red, are very
stimulating and explains: “colours and lighting in kindergartens have a direct impact on the noise level”
(Nebelong 2021, 174). The effects of color on behavior have been studied extensively within the realm of
marketing. While referential meaning to colors is culturally determined, studies find relative consistency
with embodied meaning in response to certain colors, particularly the stimulating effect of bright and
saturated colors (Labrecque 2013, 192). Creating the landscape architecture equivalent of a toy commercial
may suit novel experiences like theme parks, but it is important to question this application of novelty in a
space that children engage with daily. Bjerregaard encourages to use nature’s color palette as a ratio guide;
bright colours, like flowers berries and fruit, take up little space (Nebelong 2021, 174).
The colors and forms of the natural world provide adequate stimulation and higher quality play spaces.
That said, Takahashi quotes colleague Liz Russel posing an important question: “Does the restrained use of
materials on the site, which has resulted in an aesthetically-pleasing environment to an adult, provide the
best education resource for the school or the most stimulating and imaginative environment for children?”
(Takahashi 1999, 37). Children engage with landscapes very differently from adults. Adults mostly look,
often sit and occasionally smell a designed landscape, while children will touch, pick, jump over, roll on and
sometimes eat the landscape, while exploring every part of the space. Particularly young children have little
interest in or concept of the ornamental in landscape. Responding to this inquisitiveness with dynamic textures
and forms fosters engagement.

Figure 35. Pinus Contorta, photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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Engaging with Space
In their study on the importance of play and nature-based spaces for children’s health, Susan Herrington
and Mariana Brussoni reference psychologist James J. Gibson’s theory of ‘affordances’. In designing for
children’s outdoor spaces, Gibson proposed that the environments afford opportunities for engagement
through action. The more diverse the range of opportunity for engagement, the higher the affordances.
(Herrington and Brussoni 2015, 2). Affordances include physical activity, sensory engagement, construction,
creativity, imagination, exploration, games and observation of wildlife and natural processes (Cox et al.
2018). While these can be facilitated by educators, the role of designers is also to consider how they may
occur spontaneously.
Herrington and Brussoni distinguish natural play spaces from equipment-based spaces, in that equipment
generally prescribes a single type of activity, whereas as natural spaces offer ambiguous engagement and
therefore higher affordances. For example, monkeybars prescribe a limited range of hanging activities, while
trees encompass climbing, shade, hiding, resting, animal habitat, leaves, seeds, textured bark and rustling
sounds in the wind, among many other affordances. Prescriptive equipment is usually designed for physical
activity, offering less affordance for children with low physical competence. A tree provides loose parts- a
stick can be used a magic wand, a cluster of acorns could represent gold nuggets or autumn leaves might
be arranged into patterns. The higher affordances of a tree invite children to engage with the space in more
diverse ways, ultimately including a broader range of interests and competencies (Herrington and Brussoni
2015, 3-4).
Nebelong advocates for the design of asymmetrical, non-standardized landscapes. The irregular placement
of tree branches requires children to “use and develop the kinesthetic sense by moving the body around,
estimating distances, heights and risks” (Nebelong 2021, 177). Comparatively, prescriptive equipment has
standardized dimensions. “Standardization is dangerous because play becomes simplified and the child does
not have to worry about his movements” (2021, 169). The prescriptive and predictable designs of children’s
spaces often lead to what Herrington calls “channel surfing”, a form of boredom in which children engage
with equipment for short durations, before moving on to the next option (Herrington and Brussoni 2015, 3).
In their study, Risky Play Meets Nature Play, Herrington and Brussoni worked with Sara Brunelle to study
the effects of a design an intervention increasing vegetation, loose parts and non-standardized forms in a
preschool yard. The intervention resulted not only in more engagement with the space, but longer periods
of engagement, as the design elements sustained the children’s attention for longer, and they relied less on
educators to stimulate their play (Herrington and Brussoni 2015, 4-5).
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My Sense of Place
The Danes have long been proponents of outdoor hands-on learning and play. The benefits of land-based
learning align with their values of practicality, trust and community. As the Danes abandoned their pagan
practices long ago, their relationship with the land is not innately spiritual like the Tŝilhqot’in. However,
there is an implicit understanding that children need to get outside and work with their bodies. It is no
coincidence that the Forest School pedagogy evolved from Danish education. The landscape architect Carl
Theodor Sørensen proposed the idea of ‘junk playgrounds’ in 1931. A junk playground is a space for children
filled with wooden boards, cardboard boxes, tires, twigs and other refuse materials, which the children,
through their spontaneity, imagination and creative, use to make and remake their play space. (Nebelong
2021, 156). The idea of junk playgrounds does not align well with the North American culture of liability.
However it represents to me a pedagogy, and personal value, that we should practice trust and confidence in
the capacity of children.
My own experience growing up in Denmark was one of guided challenges and risks learning outside.
I attended a regular indoor Danish public school, and our afterschool program had a separate building
playground for the students. We formed groups, were each given plots, and at seven years old, a six-person
team of my friends and I learned to use hammers, nails and saws. Over the course of a year, we built a twostory playhouse with a roof and a ladder connecting the two floors. The doors and windows were just holes
in the walls, and the ground floor was soil, but it was a solid four-wall structure. When the houses were
completed, the kids connected them with bridges and we essentially built our own play fort, where the school
arranged sleepovers. The teachers helped with difficult tasks, like putting in the foundation beams. I don’t
recall anyone getting injured, although when one girl in our group stopped doing her share of the work, we
collectively decided to oust her and were subsequently scolded. It never occurred to us that the work was
dangerous. It just seemed fun. We laughed when we accidentally bent nails with the hammer and cheered our
strongest friend who was able to pull them out. We yelled at the boys when they stormed our playhouse and
tried to steal our candy during sleepovers. Over the summer holidays, the houses all got dismantled, and the
plots and timber was made available for new groups of builders. I don’t remember being too upset. It was
just something we did together after school in first grade. In second grade, some of our classmates chose to
build new houses, but our group of girls decided to dedicate more time drawing pictures.
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conclusion
The Future of Schoolyards
The schoolyard invites landscape designers to support more varied and deeper processes of learning,
personhood and belonging. Every schoolyard affords learning, play and connection. Each schoolyard lays
within a community of one or more cultures, ecologies and histories, which can inform the development of
the space. For the Tŝilhqot’in, the schoolyard is a bridge to connect their classrooms with the community and
their ancestral lands. For, it was a place to create with friends and challange myself.
Schoolyards have been one of the most overlooked landscapes by measure of how densely populated and
frequently used they are. It’s almost as if the landscapes in which children spend the majority of their most
formative years are insignificant. The health restrictions brought in by the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic are
finally turning attention toward the schoolyard and its potential as a learning space. In Timothy Schuler’s
article, ‘School in Season’, he describes that when schools reopened after mandatory quarantine, they
suddenly needed hundreds of outdoor classrooms. Each site has unique challenges, such as sunlight, heat,
acoustics or draining. He interviews Sashie Misner, ASLA, a landscape architect with Portland’s Rapid
Response Outdoor Classroom Initiative. She describes years of motivated teachers trying to convince the
administration to provide facilities for outdoor learning. Suddenly, now: “it’s the administration saying, ‘We
really need this.’ So that’s a whole different thing, and you have to grab it and push it as far as you can”
(Schuler 2021). Hopefully, these changes will inspire new attention toward the schoolyard and the unique
design potential it carries for each community.
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Figure 36. Land and Water, photo and art by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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precedent analysis
Spirit Garden
Brook McIlroy and Ryan Gorrie
Thunder Bay, Ontario

Spirit Garden is a multi-use landscape in Thunder Bay Ontario, designed by Brook McIlroy and Indigenous
architect Ryan Gorrie. The site centers around Celebration Circle, an open-air pavilion supporting “teaching,
performance, celebration and contemplation” (Brook McIlroy). Along the sides of the pavilion are metal
panels telling the stories of the Anishanaabe people with images designed by local Indigenous artist, Randy
Thomas. Sloping topography with log seating forms an amphitheater immediately facing the Celebration
Circle, and Lake Superior beyond (Brook McIlroy). The multi-functional aspect of Spirit Garden offers
valuable precedent for Yunesit’in School, as Stone currently lacks a central gathering space. In a rural
community of 250 people, the school presents a natural venue for cultural events bringing everyone
together across generations. On a daily basis, the space supports outdoor learning and play during recess.
While Celebration Circle provides a venue, the sparse placement of the logs and the delicate form of the
amphitheater define the space without imposing a specific function, extending it into the landscape beyond.
Within Spirit Garden is also the Honouring Circle, a small stone seating circle with a central public fire
pit. The Honouring Circle sits at the edge of the water facing the Sleeping Giant landform, known by the
Anishinaabe as Nanaboosho- the one who brought fire to their people. The fire pit is an important ceremonial
feature in Indigenous community spaces, and the choice to center it in a separate more circle will likely be
something I replicate at Yunesit’in School. A smaller circle could support a single class of students, while
the larger gathering space might blend more formally into the landscape. Spirit Garden’s decision to situate
the design of these performative and contemplative spaces in direct relationship to sacred landforms offers
valuable precedent for fostering dialog between people and their land.
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The site is planted with native spaces and includes signage teaching
about medicinal plants. Similar signage could be placed around the
Yunesit’in schoolyard to help teach the children about the plantings.
Spirit Garden was designed in consultation with Elders and using
traditional Anishinaabe materials and bent-wood building techniques.
Indigenous crafts people harvested young spruce in the spring, which
they bent and lashed to create the curved form. Cedar strips form
the final pattern, drawing from imagery in Anishinaabe woodland
art (aasarchitecture.com). The wooden structure itself is sustainably
built, using not only local materials, but traditional harvesting and
construction methods. Incorporating similar components of materiality
into the design for Yunesit’in school will remain a primary goal
throughout the project.

Figure 37. (p.44) 		
The Honouring Circle.
Retrieved from https://brookmcilroy.com/
projects/spirit-garden/
Figure 38. (top)
Indigenous craftspeople using traditional
bentwood building techniques.
Retrieved from https://brookmcilroy.com/
projects/spirit-garden/
Figure 39. (middle)
Amphitheatre with log seating.
Retrieved from https://aasarchitecture.
com/2012/11/gathering-circle-at-thespirit-garden-by-brook-mcilroy-andryan-gorrie.html/
Figure 40. (bottom)
Amphitheatre patterns.
Retrieved from https://brookmcilroy.com/
projects/spirit-garden/
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Valbyparken
Helle Nebelong
Valby, Denmark
Valbyparken is a nature playground near Copenhagen, designed by Danish landscape architect Helle
Nebelong. The site implements varied topography and winding pathways moving over bridges and through
tunnels to offer a sense of adventure. A snail shapes mound brings visitors to a 4m, but accessible, lookout
point. While Yunesit’in School is located in a remote rural area, it sits on an arid plateau, and the site itself
is flat, with only the surrounding mountains to adding form through borrowed scenery. There is currently
a roughly 2.5 meter berm on site, called Muffin Hill, that the kids use for sledding in the winter. The
development of more varied, topography on site would create more diverse experiences of play and zones of
use. Additional, varying the topography could provide microclimates to support planting.
Rather than rely on conventional playground equipment, Valbyparken uses various forms of logs, timber and
well-integrated planting to create diverse and challenging surfaces with no prescriptive functions. Circular
and undulating pathways, as well as props from natural objects like twigs and leaves, invite children to
respond to the space imaginatively and develop their own play. When a journalist asked a child what was
fun about Valbyparken, she responded: “You can play everything when there’s nothing – nothing but nature”
(Nebelong …,183). Yunesit’in School is currently a flat open space with little vegetation and a prefabricated
play kit with slides and monkeybars, as well as a swingset. The space offers little to support a sense of
exploration, textural variability or enclosure, nor props to offer loose parts for imaginative play.

Figure 41.
Valbyparken plan iteration.
Source: Nebelong 164, 2021.
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Many of the materials used to
build Valbyparken were recycled,
and yet offer an immense degree
of play variability. With a large
amount of space, access to timber
and a sawmill on the reserve,
Yunesit’in School could integrate
similar landforms into their
playground to increase the play
experiences on the schoolyard.
At Valbyparken, lush and varied
vegetation, as well as wood as
the primary building material,
offers a muted color palette and
naturalistic feel. The existing
color palette of the Tŝilhqot’in
landscape is an exquisite blend
of muted oranges, yellows,
greens and purples, and in
using materials from the land to
develop the site, children can
experience the land’s healing
properties that their ancestors
knew well, as they play.

Figure 41. (top)		
playing with sticks.

Kids

Source: Nebelong 168, 2021.
Figure 42. (middle) 		
Children enjoying a challange.
Retrieved from https://www.
childinthecity.org/2016/02/23/
natural-space-trains-childrensmind/?gdpr=accept
Figure 43. (bottom)
Topography creates a sense of adventure.
Source: Nebelong 168, 2021.
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Earth Sciences Garden
Rush Wright Associates
Victoria, Australia
Earth Sciences Garden at Monash University in Victoria, Australia, was designed by Rush Wright Associates.
The garden provides an outdoor learning space for the School of Earth Sciences by displaying important
examples of Victoria’s geology and geomorphology, including rocks from the coasts, volcanic plains and
sandy dunes. The rocks are integrated into the landscape design, similarly to a botanical garden, while
contributing the subtle textures, colors and form of stones unique to the region. In addition to using native
plantings and local timber, the mulch, paving, gravel and stones are all specific to regions of Victoria
(Landezine). This, and the positioning of local feature stones, contributes to the regional identity of the site.
The mineral rich soils of Tŝilhqot’in create some beautiful colors, such as the spectacular Rainbow Mountain
in the northern part of the territory. If such materials could be respectfully sourced, the addition of local stones
boulders would enhance play surfaces as well as emphasize the subtle beauty of Tŝilhqot’in land.
In addition to stones, Earth Sciences Garden includes miniatures of existing landforms, such as the dry
form of lake Tali Karng, which fills when it rains and slowly drains into a cracked clay pan (Landezine).
The miniatures are representative of the landscape but also highly instructional. Feature stones provide
key learning examples for students, as well as seating along with benches and raised platforms for group
or individual work. The space is set up for outdoor, hands-on learning within a few steps of the indoor
classroom. The design is not a naturally occurring landscape, but rather an outdoor classroom providing
students with tactile knowledge. The schoolyard and Yunesit’in School could similarly provide hands-on
lessons on stones, plants, animal tracks, water, seasons and other knowledge from the land.
Stone is surrounded by ancestral lands, but logistically it’s not possible to arrange trips with the students
on a regular basis, and they occur roughly every month. A designed landscape to familiarize students with
elements of their ancestral lands would provide a bridge in knowledge and experience between the school
and the land.
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Figure 44. (p.48)
Earth Sciences Garden plan.
Retrieved from https://landezine.
com/earth-sciences-garden-monashuniversity-by-rush-wright-associates/
Figure 45. (top)
Resting forms. Retrieved from https://
landezine.com/earth-sciences-gardenmonash-university-by-rush-wrightassociates/
Figure 46. Riverbed miniature.
Retrieved from https://landezine.
com/earth-sciences-garden-monashuniversity-by-rush-wright-associates/
Figure 47. Rainbow Mountain in
northern Tŝilhqot’in territory
Retrieved from vhttps://www.chrisharris.
com/b15-026-1-20-o/
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Indian Community School
Studio Indigenous with Antoine Predoc
Franklin Wisconsin
Indian Community School was designed by Studio Indigenous in collaboration with Antoine Predock in
Franklin, Wisconsin. The school is the center for the American Indian population of Milwaukee, and the
design sought to integrate these cultural values into the school. It’s a large site of 190 acres, and the design
pertains primarily within the school building. Studio Indigenous is lead by Native American architect and
professor, Chris Cornelius. His design process implements Indigenous knowledge to support decolonized
design and spaces. The design for the Indian Community School grew out of situating the space in the cycles
of the land. Migration patterns and moon cycles were delineated for the basis of the design, and the cardinal
directions as expressed through the medicine wheel are referenced throughout the project. Yuneset’in School
could similarly be understood relational in its place within landscape cycles. The ecological processes
interacting with the sites are not only physical, but culturally and spiritually significant.
The importance of orientation is expressed in the Four Corners benches at Indian Community school.
The building is situated at the nexus of four important mountains in the landscape, and this intersection
is illustrated through an irregularly shaped seating circle based o the form of the four mountains. The
implementation of miniature, also implemented in the Earth Sciences Garden, is here manifested to reveal
relationships between significant landforms, rather than exemplify their processes. Expressing relationality
through scale and location offers precedent for the location of important design components at Yuneset’in
School. The location of the sweat lodge, for example, may benefit from similar consideration.
Relationships and components of the landscape are integrated throughout the Indian Community School.
Each classroom is named after a significant plant, the main stairway invokes the transition from earth to sky
and windows are placed to observe migratory patterns. Formally, experientially and practically, the building
fosters continued engagement with the land, and offers space for key cultural activities. This precedent
details the type of factors that can guide an Indigenous design process.
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Figure 48. (p. 50)
Indian Community School ground
floor plan, designed with Indigenous
knowing.
Retrieved from https://www.
studioindigenous.com/indian-communityschool
Figure 49. (top)
Diagram of migratory and lunar patterns
overlayed intersecting site.
Retrieved from https://www.
studioindigenous.com/indian-communityschool
Figure 50. (middle)
Map displaying intersection of four
important mountains at site.
Retrieved from https://www.behance.
net/gallery/1563755/Indian-CommunitySchool-of-Milwaukee-Furniture
Figure 51. (bottom)
Seating circle representing four
intersection of four mountains.
Retrieved from https://www.behance.
net/gallery/1563755/Indian-CommunitySchool-of-Milwaukee-Furniture
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materiality

wood
beams, steps and walls
Wood has long been a primary
building material of the
Tŝilhqot’in Nation. It has been
used for a variety of housing
types, as well as bridges, smoke
racks and other structures.
Sustainable timber production is
a key component of Tŝilhqot’in
land management and supports
their local economy, which is a
significant factor in sustaining
Indigenous Sovereignty. The
forest-to-frame cycle has been
implemented for the Yunesit’in
Guesthouse, and is a material
production model that aligns with
the cyclical values of the project.

traditional building material

The versatility of wood lends
itself well to natural playscapes,
and varying degrees of processing
can carry the sensory and
experiential qualities of this
material into the design.

Cutting Edge Yuneŝ it’in wood processing
Figure 52. (top)
‘Niyah qungh’ traditional Tsilhqot’in
house.
source:William, Appendix 3, p.6
Figure 53. (middle)
Cutting Edge Saw Mill
Retrieved from: https://www.wltribune.
com/news/first-nation-made-woodproducts-aiding-on-reserve-economicdevelopment/
Figure 54. (bottom)
Child playing at Valbyparken
Source: Nebelong 170, 2021.
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versatile play design (Valbyparken- Nebelong)

earth
thermal mass and
topography
The Tŝilhqot’in pithouse- lhiz
qwen yex - maintains cultural
significance for the Tŝilhqot’in
Nation. Their ancestors passed
on knowledge of building
underground houses in the winter
to benefit from the insulating
qualities of earth. The benefits
of thermal mass are highest in
underground pits, where the mass
of the earth is greatest. Rammed
earth also has high thermal
mass and while not a traditional
Tŝilhqot’in building material,
it’s insulating and fire resistant
qualities make it a viable building
material for the Yunesit’in
Community.
Lhiz qwen yex create gathering
spaces at the lowest topographic
points. The highest points,
mountain tops, are the most
sacred places for the Tŝilhqot’in,
topographic elevation therefore
carries cultural significance.
It also provides variation in
experience that enhances
engagement with the land.

pithouse: uses thermal mass

rammed earth: high thermal mass

Figure 55. (top)
Pithouse
Retrieved from https://www.undergroundhomes.com/pit-houses.htm
Figure 56. (middle)
Rammed Earth
Retrieved from: //www.azuremagazine.com/
article/rammed-earth-housing-ghana/
Figure 57. (bottom)
Muffin Hill, photo taken by Ivana LexaFrench, 2021

develop topography on site
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stone
boulders and gabion
The Tŝilhqox River is the life
source that has sustained the
Tŝilhqot’in since time memorial.
The rocks and boulders lining
it’s banks are important
fishing grounds, and carry the
experience of navigating these
materials. Rocks and boulders can
form similar slopes to navigate on
site, while supporting the slopes
of earth forming topographic
variation. The irregular forms
of boulders provide appropriate
challenges for developing
physical skills like climbing and
balancing, as well as sensory
continuity with the landscape, not
provided by a climbing wall.
Rocks also provide a cheap
and effective building material.
The technique of gabion walls
is versatile and familiar to the
community. This supports the
goal of the project to design
for material technology that is
accessible through locally sourced
skills and materials.
Figure 58. (top)

rocky river landscape: salmon fishing

boulders for climbing

Salmon Fishing on Tsilhqox River
Retrieved from https://www.wltribune.com/news/
first-nations-limited-sustenance-fishery-onchilcotin-river-extended-until-sept-8/
Figure 56. (middle)
Boulders retaining soil
Retrieved from: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=z6ECCohnHoc
Figure 60. (bottom)
Gabion
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retrieved from https://www.istockphoto.
com/photo/detail-of-a-gabiongm528413005-53517656
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gabion: accessible building technolgy

plants
habitat, shade and food
The site currently has very little
vegetation, while local plants
grow wild in its immediate
surroundings. The school has
staff to tend to the school food
garden, but additional plantings
will need to thrive without
regular care. Local plantings are
therefor proposed on site.
Many plants are important foods
and medicines for the Tŝilhqot’in
ancestral diet, and growing them
on school grounds offers the
students daily familiarity with
these species. Additionally, these
plants provide habitat for local
wildlife, which the students
learn to steward, track and hunt.
Plantings bring benefits of shade
and wind barriers, and are an
important source of landscape
engagement for play and learning.
Children can safely connect with
plants through all of their senses,
with a non-toxic planting palette.
The planting palette is mostly
based on the nursery stock
of Splitrock Environmental,
a St’at’imc owned business
providing environmental
services, ecological restoration,
naturescaping and ethnobotanical
products. Their range of projects
includes grizzly bear population
recovery, naturescaping with
native plants and seed collection.
The organization integrates
stewardship, data collection,
ecological restoration, Indigenous
knowledge keeping and design,
into a contemporary and
well-organized expression of
Indigenous land relations.

based on existing vegetation

source plants from Splitrock Nursury

Figure 61. (top)
Juniper by Yunesit’in Guesthouse
Photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
Figure 62. (bottom)
Splitrock Nursury seedlings
Retrieved from: https://splitrockenvironmental.ca/collections/plants
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methodology I

memory representation analysis
Memory representation analysis is a method I developed for this project to understand better how to
represent memories through a variety of media. Stories are created through memories and stories help
us remember. Russ told me that for the Tŝilhqot’in, stories are about places. The Yuneset’in reserve, The
original name for Stone, ‘Gex Nats’inilht’ih’ means ‘the place where rabbits are hunted’. I remembered
that when he drove me to Stone and back, he would tell me about places as we passed them; stories about
the Tŝilhqot’in, his family, colonialism, the great fire of 2017. He remembered as he moved through the
landscape.
The memories of Russ, the Yuneset’in community and the students at the school will help me understand
what they need me to design for them. My goal is for my project to help them enjoy and remember the
things that are important to them: their language, their stories, how to engage with their land, ceremonies,
community events, play, being outside.
I organized a workshop with students, asking them to illustrate their memories from being on the land.
The memory representation analysis allowed me to test a variety of media and determine what was most
suitable for the workshop. The analysis also helped me consider the implications of visually representing a
community to which I don’t belong. The following analysis explores the suitability of a variety of media to
represent their own memories and for me to represent theirs.

Process
1. Read and reflect on a variety of stories from the Tŝilhqot’in.
Selected sources:
Birchwater, Sage. “Chiwid”. New Star Books. 1995.
Birchwater, Sage. “Chilcotin Chronicles”. Catlin Press Inc. 2017.
Farrand, Livingston. “Traditions of the Chilcotin Indians”. American Museum of Natural History. 1900.
Conversations with Russel Meyers Ross

2. Identify memories that describe a vivid experience with the land.

3. Choose a different medium of representation for each sensory memory. The texture, feel, technique,
color or consistancy of the medium should reflect characteristics of the sensory memory.

4. Analyze the process and the outcome in relation to planning an art workshop with the children of
Yuneset’in School in Stone, as well as positionality and means of visual representation in the project.
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memory representation analysis
wax crayons
Memory: “By far the most coveted trade item from the coast was oolichan grease. It was such a vital
commodity that trails between the coast and interior were called grease trails. This delicacy and food
staple was prized by Indigenous people across the region. The Nuxalk ate it with everything, and it was
a vital part of the Dakelh and Tŝilhqot’in diets because it fortified their bodies against the bitterly cold
wintoers. It was also valued by the people on the high plateau for tannign buckskin from deer, moose and
caribou hides...The smelt-like oolichans were caught by the ton in long, conical nets made from singing
nettle fibre. They were placed in pits lined with cedar oughs, known as stink boxes, and allowed to ferment
for up to ten days. Once they had ripened sufficiently, the rotted fish were shovelled into bentwood cedar
boxes that were used to cook the brew” (Birchwater 2017, 9-11).
Process: I chose wax pastels for their thick and greasy texture. These were waterbased, so it allowed me to
dissolve the crayon marks into a thick liquid. I imagine the pungent smell of fermented fish oil wafting out
of bentwood boxes and the excitement for a Tŝilhqot’in family when a relative brought them this delicacy
all the way from the coast. I used lighter strokes for the smells wafting off the oolichan and dark, heavy
strokes for the frame of the bentwood box.

Illustration: I enjoyed using the medium and could see it being beneficial while doing field sketches as
it blends rich colors much more easily than paint and almost as well. It has a crude texture which I’m not
sure would be beneficial to final renders, although it lends itself particularly well to depicting wood and
rammed earth.

Workshop: Wax or oil pastels are very accessible to children. They don’t allow for much precision, which
is enjoyable for children up until the age of around 8, when they often start preferring mediums that allow
for more accuracy. From this age using brushes with water soluable pastels or smudging oil pastels would
add a layer of complexity and an ability to fill in shapes nicely, however most children will probably still
be attached to drawing with outlines, and pencils or pens would provide a good accompaniment.

Figure 63. Oolichan Grease, Art by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
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memory representation analysis
watercolour
Memory: My first visit to Tŝilhqot’in was in the month of July. The landscape of dry mountain plateaus
cut by the Chilko river had a color pallette I’ve never experienced anywhere else. The land had pale yellow
grass, dark green conifers and bright purple fireweed covered the hills burnt in the fire five years earlier.
The rockfaces themselves were a deep, dusty purple, with peachy pinks and rusty orange. And the Chilko
itself is bright turquoise, from the copper alloys in the ground. The Tsihlqot’in fought two long court
battles with Taseko mines, and won the first and biggest Indigenous land title in Canadian history. These
rich minerals fill the land and bring incredible colors.
Process: I chose watercolor as it allowed me to mix with the most nuance and do my best to capture the
colors I’d seen. I used an image from Bull Canyon taken by photographer Chris Harris, published in his
book ‘Motherstone: British Columbia’s Volcanic Plateau’, who’s high quality photography captured the
colors just as I remembered.
Illustration: I mostly succeeded in representing the colors I remembered, however I don’t think I did
justice to the textures and forms of the landscape. I would like use this medium along with pen outline, or
CAD linework, as it will work particularly well to capture the colors of foliage and water.
Workshop: Water colors require a certain degree of technique as well as quality paper, so I don’t think
they’d lend themselves well for the workshop. The children will already be focused on how to depict their
memories, and trying to figure out a new medium simoultaneously may be an added distraction, rather than
a benefit.
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Figure 64. Tsilhqot’in Summer Colours, Art by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021

memory representation analysis
pen
Memory: Chiwid was a Tŝilhqot’in woman who spent most of her life living outside after she was severely
beaten and almost killed by her former husband. Even in temperatures as low as -60 celsius, she slept
outside in the snow with only a tarp and a blanket. Her name is the sound of the chickadee, who sleeps in
the snow, however some said she used magic to possess the powers of a coyote. Sage Birchwater archived
hundreds of memories about Chiwid. Many people described trying to bring her inside on the coldest
winter nights, and remarked how uncomfortable it made her. Alex Matheson, a settler living on Cochin
Lake remembers: “She was a tough old girl to take that cold. Nobody stayed out any longer than they had
to. When it was really cold, people felt sorry for her and had her come into the house. But she couldn’t
stand it. She had to get back out and live her usual life, camping out all the time. Somebody told me she
went sort of crazy of she got in the house. She couldn’t stand it. She had to have air.”
Process: I used a deep red pen for a continuous line drawing. I imagined the line as embodying Chiwids
feeling of moving through space. I experimented with where her attention might be and in imagining
her agitation I mirrored it with the speed and movement of the pen. As my pen finally exited the house I
allowed mo movements to slow down and broaden, and I invoked the relief of foing outside into the open
lands she loved and knew so well.
Illustration: While I prefer to sketch in pencil, I often use pen to add depth and weight to hand drawings
I wish to include as illustration. The continuous line drawing technique was useful in exploring the
dynamics of moving through space. I settled on pen to represent people in my final drawings as it allowed
me to capture dynamic movement through space.
Workshop: Pen is a very accessible drawing tool that I will use for the workshop. I think the technique of
continuous line drawing may be too specific and restrict the children’s self-expression.

Figure 65. Cabin Claustrophobia, Art by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
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memory representation analysis
shadow cutouts
Memory: The Chilcotin War occured when six Tŝilhqot’in chiefs formed a war party in response to the
systematic smallpox eradication and land seizure initiated by colonial forces. The war party killed 12
settlers building a road through their land, who had presented an ongoing source of conflict and violence.
The colony’s governer then sent two militias in serach of the war party. “Swanky says the Tŝilhqot’in let
the milita defeat itself, by leading their persuers on several fruitless forays, which benefitted only the
mosquitoes. ‘The hunted knew the ground from long intimacy,’ he writes. ‘To the Colonial mercenaries,
every unfamiliar curve seemed more like tomorrow’s anonymous harlot.’ He says the closest encounter
occured when the militiaman revisted the camp to find an overlooked item and discovered the Tŝilhqot’in
strategy. ‘He found the wanted men enjoying the still hot coals of the militas very own fire. In other
words, the hunted Tŝilhqot’in hid in the milita’s footsteps and shadows. The hunters became and remained,
the hunted.” (Birchwater 2017, 49).
Process: The medium of shadows captured my imagination for this project. In considering how colonial
governments have pushed Indigenous Peoples off their lands and out of mainstream society, relegated to
a life in the shadows. This story describes how the Tŝilhqot’in maintained a sense of presence with the
landscape that allowed them to thrive in its shadows, and beat the colonial militia at their own game- a
testament to Tŝilhqot’in resilience. I’d worked with shadows before, and created shadow cutout imagery
using Balinese shadow puppet chisels and chipboard. I filmed the cutout with a glass of moving water in
front of the light to animate the land. I imagine the land itself as present with the Tŝilhqot’in when they
evaded the colonial militia.
Illustration: Carving the puppets by hand is extremely time consuming, and the chipboard does not work
well with the chisels, as the layers of particles separate and tend to fray. I created images digitally and cut
them out on the laser cutter to save time, and produce cleaner lines in further work.
Workshop: Shadow puppet carving is traditionally done with chisels, which are not safe for a large group
of children to use without experience. The medium itself is extremely forgiving in that simple cutouts can
have a vivid and beautiful effect behind a screen with dynamic lighting. I elected to use these as a medium
for students to interact with drawings on the large screen, and they enjoyed playing with the dynamic
effects of shadows on projected images.
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Figure 66. In the Shadows, Art by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021

memory representation analysis
collage
Memory: Father Morice was a French Jesuit Priest and scholar who spent several decades living with
the Dakelh, a neighboring nation to the Tŝilhqot’in. He not only erecte churches, but learnt the Dakelh
language and published ethnographic research. “Hall said that there were a lot of things Father Morice got
wrong in his book about the Dakelh people. ‘Like my tribe, the Carrier [Dakelh]. He [Father Morice] says
we got that name [Carrier] because widows carried the bones of their dead husbands on their backs for a
year. I asked my father about that and he said it wasn’t true. He said they used to bury the charred bones of
their dead in trees.’ She said here father told her that the people who gave Father Morice that information
were so tired of and annoyed by all his persistant questions that they made up that story just to get rid of
him”. (Birchwater 2017, 19).
Process: While the story relates to the Dakelh, rather than the Tŝilhqot’in, it made me laugh and think,
alternately, for quite some time. It embodies several stories of subverison. The subversion of Indigenous
land relations by missionaries and the subversion of academic integtrity by Indigenous research subjects.
The medium of collage itself subverts familiar imagery through proportion and juxtaposition. I based
the collage on ‘Father Marquette Preaching’ painted by Magnus Manske in 1869, which depicts a 17th
century missionary converting a group of enthralled ‘Natives’. I replaced his face with Father Morice, and
the faces of the Indigenous men with ravens, the tricksters. The scene is situated in the Dakelh mission
established by father Morice, and within an ornate Victorian frame.
Illustration: As I was creating the collage I found myself both pleased with the subversion of colonial
values, but dabbling in territory that might be understood as disrespectful to the Dakelh and neighboring
nations. I included a photo of a Daklh netweaver, as to me, she has a look of someone who’s fed up, but I
question whether her living descendants would appreciate the collage. While Raven is a trickster, he is also
a sacred origin figure, and I don’t know whether my depiction is disrespectful. I eventually used collage
for experiential images of the design, rendered in 1st person to avoid using photos of individuals.
Workshop: Collage is a great medium for children, as it allows them to create evocate scenes with limited
drawing technique. I used photoshop for my collage, however I would need to acquire and carry and
adequate supply of old magazines for the workshop. Additionally, the medium may distract them from
expressing their own memories by confining to doing so with fragments of someone elses.

Figure 67. Father Morice, Art by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021
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methodology II
community engagement

The project was based in a community partnership wherein I worked to understand their vision, which I
developed within my own values of design for children’s spaces. Maintaining a dialogue around values
and priorities formed a basis of the lines of communication. The greatest challenge was the limited time
we all had to communicate about the project. It was impossible for me to learn the detailed wishes of each
individual, and rather, a relationship of trust lead me to synthesize the community’s vision.

RUSSEL MEYERS ROSS
Chief in Council
Yuneŝ it’in Government

IVANA LEXA-FRENCH
MLA graduate thesis
UBC

JESSICA SETAH
Principal
Yuneŝ it’in ?Esgul
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Principal’s Assistant
Yuneŝ it’in ?Esgul

BONNIE MYERS
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Yuneŝ it’in Government
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Yuneŝ it’in ?Esgul
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engagement process
Trip 1: Introduction
I met the people, the land and
the site in person for the first
time. It was early July and hot.
The air was full of smoke from
nearby forest fires. I drove with
Russ from Williams Lake to
Stone twice, and during these
trips he told me about his life, the
community and his experiences in
Yunesit’in governance.
Figure 68. July Flight, photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021

Trip 2: Dialogue
It was December and the days
were short. The snow was
melting and freezing again, so the
pathways were icy and slick. I
lead a workshop wherein I asked
students to draw a memory of
being on the land that was special
to them. I met the teachers
individually and interviewed
them to learn their teaching needs
and practices. I also interviewed
Russ about what Tŝilhqot’in
education means to him .
Figure 69. December Flight, photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2021

Trip 3: Feedback
It was March and the snow
was melting. The roads were
muddy, and the birds were
out, especially the magpies.
I showed my drawings to the
students and teachers, and they
gave me feedback on post-it
notes. I also brought shadow
puppets so that the students
could play in the landscape
designs I had drawn.
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Figure 70. March Flight, photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

SITE VISITS
introduction
dialogue
feedback

ETHICS

clearance from BREB

WORKSHOP

land memory art
student experience

INTERVIEWS

learn teacher needs
understand curriculum

SKETCH

read through transcripts
illustrate each idea

FEEDBACK

present drawings
site walkthrough

DRAW

iterate on ideas
scaled illustrations
situate on site

FINAL PROJECT

synthesize interventions
contextualize on site
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community engagement
Russel Meyers Ross
Yuneŝ it’in Band Council
former Yuneŝ it’in Chief

Russ guided me through the process from the start.
He is an extremely busy person and I value the time
he committed to this project. He told me that the
second choice for his Master’s thesis in Indigenous
Governance was: ‘“What is Tŝilhqot’in Education?”
So, he had considered this question at depth and
offered so many valuable insights, that guided the
direction of the project. For his thesis, he chose
instead to illustrate a graphic novel telling his story,
and the Tŝilhqot’in story. His willingness to share
his story, and educate others, has undoubtedly been
the foundation of this project, and I am thankful for
the opportunity to have worked with him.

Graphic Novel Thesis project by Russel Meyers Ross
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KNOW THE LAND

embody knowledge
everyday experiences
observe the land’s cycles

TSILHQOT’IN AS
GENERALISTS
“WHAT IS
TŜ ILHQOT’IN
EDUCATION?”

material engagement
adapt through ingenuity
support experimentation

-Russ

LIVED RELATIONSHIP
value of stewardship
respect laws of the land
observe difference in spirit

BE TSILHQOT’IN FIRST
sense of belonging
normalize cultural values
learn Tsilhqot’in songs first

Figure 71. (top) Russ doing a controlled burn
Retrieved from: https://www.facebook.com/joshneufeldphoto/photos/former-chief-andfire-crew-coordinator-from-the-yunesitin-nation-russell-myers-r/4381983231920117/
Figure 72. (bottom) Image from Russ’ Graduate Project
Retrieved from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lPYgOB2vaGE
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community engagement: students
art workshop

The workshop was an opportunity to understand how the students relate to the land in their own terms.
We also did a brainstorm on design ideas for the schoolyard. Many suggestions were useful, but most
were confined to the conventions around playgrounds, and I wanted to learn more broadly what types of
experiences on the land were significant to the students. I started the workshop by describing a memory of
being on the land. My memory was a narrative with sensory experiences, and descriptions of how felt and
why this was significant to me. Next I displayed an illustration of the memory I had drawn with oil pastel
crayons. I then invited students to think of their own memories and draw them:
“Close your eyes and think of an important memory of being on the land- maybe it made you feel happy,
or at home, or powerful, or at peace, or something else…Think about what you saw- the colors and
shapes of the land…Did you hear anything?…Maybe there was a smell?…Or maybe you were tasting
something?…Remember how you felt, were you hot or cold?…And what were you doing?”
Some students drew sensory
based memories. Many described
experiences of being with family.
Some felt connected to a specific
tree or place. Values emerged in
tactile engagement, creative play
and community connection.

building a sled jump with cousins + a red robot

Figure 74. Sled Jump, Anonymous Workshop Participant, 2022
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fishing on the river with family
Figure 75. Fishing, Anonymous Workshop Participant, 2022

a dark cave with cracks of light shining in

Figure 76. Cave Light, Anonymous Workshop Participant, 2022

a sunset by the lake
Figure 77. Sunset, Anonymous Workshop Participant, 2022

a special tree giving good thoughts
Figure 78. Tree, Anonymous Workshop Participant, 2022
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community engagement: educators
Jessica Setah
Yuneŝ it’in School Principal

Jessica is the first Tŝilhqot’in principal of Yunesit’in ?Esgul. Being
the leader of a band-led school, she is continually looking for grants
to maintain and develop the space. She explained that funding sources
always ask applicants to illustrate their vision, “but I don’t know
how to draw! That’s why your here”. She described our process as
‘visioning’, and I understood my role as drawing out and synthesizing
a coherent community vision.
Jessica’s ideas for the design spanned as broadly as her responsibilities.
One area she seemed particularly keen on developing is gathering
spaces. She already secured funding to build the Arbor, however it isn’t
large enough for the entire community to gather.
Figure 79. Jessica, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

Figure 80. Gathering Circle sketch 1, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“The ceremony is really
building on that fire pit.
Building on that space, in
terms of what does that look
like? What capacity could it
fit about 200 people? What is
it we want there? Definitely
bigger, better fire pit, you
know, built with lots of good
rock structures. So this way we
don't have to worry about a
forest fire.”
-Jessica Setah
(personal interview, 2022)
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Figure 81. Gathering Circle sketch 2, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

Selena Myers
Language Teacher
Headstart
Selena is a Yunesit’in Elder and runs Headstart, the nursery and
preschool. She is fluent in Tŝilhqot’in and able to immerse the students
in their language at a young age, as well as teach them many of the
traditional activities she knows how to do, such as making medicine,
smoking fish and tanning hides. Working with young learners, Selena
expressed a lot of desire for students to experience tactile and sensory
engagement. Her vision ranged from practical facilities to teach
traditional schools, to material choices that engage the young learners.

Figure 82. Selena, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“Mostly stuff with hands-on,
that's what they like... When
we were kids we played with
mud. We made mud pies.”
Figure 83. Hands On sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“We like doing all the nature
walks too where we can make
them identify tracks and stuff
like that.”
Figure 84. Tracking sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“It's good if they can build us
an underground house here...
They can build one for the
little kids.”
Figure 85. Play Pithouse sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“I seen at Nemaiah, they had a stove outside. They have the pipe
going in that smoke house and they just make a fire outside. And
when the fire lit that stove pipe was going right in the smoke
house.”
-Selena Myers (personal interview, 2022)
Figure 86. Smokehouse sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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Celestine ‘Filly’ Brigham
Language Teacher
Yuneŝ it’in ?Esgul
Filly is the language teacher for the K-8 students and also possesses
a great deal of knowledge about traditional activities and plants.
She teaches the students to identify plants, weave baby baskets
from willow, tan hides, dry meat and track animals. She had a lot
of suggestions for which plantings to use in the design, as well as
ideas for how to improve facilities for traditional activities. Filly
explained to me how drying fish and tanning hides attracts a lot of
bees and wasps, and wanted to find a solution to working outside while
protecting the students and teachers from getting stung, and the fish
from getting eaten and spoiled.
Figure 87. Filly, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“And we
wanted
a cellar
too... some
people have
it against a
hill...But you
can dig down
pretty deep
enough for
it to be nice
and cool.”
Figure 88. Root Cellar sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“And learning to recognize
each plant even trees too,
would be nice... like willow
for baby baskets. And some of
the trees that we use for our
smoking deer or moose meat.”
Figure 89. Plant ID sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“If you got no screen around, [the wasps] get
in there and they'll eat your whole fish on you...
They can make a hole on your fish and eat every
little piece on the fish, except for the fish skin.”
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-Celestine Briggam (personal interview, 2022)
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Figure 90. Screened house sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

Amy Setah
Teacher Grades 2-3
Yuneŝ it’in ?Esgul
Amy is the home room teacher for grades 2-3. It’s her first year
teaching, but she has previously worked at the school in a number
of positions. She had a wide range of ideas for how to support her
teaching, as well as the students using the space. We talked about how
hard it is for children to stay seated all day, and agreed that as long as
they’re doing the work, they can stand, sit or run around. So, we liked
the idea of an outdoor classroom that allows students to engage their
bodies however they are most comfortable. Many of her suggestions
involved children being able to move freely, and engage with the space
physically and creatively.
Figure 91. Amy, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“Yeah, the outdoor classroom kind of deal that's kind of sheltered. And so if it's, like, if it's windy
outside, like we're able to use it somehow, like out there and because it just gets so dark, so early. And
I don’t know if it’s just me, but like, I need sunshine... So, like worksheets, and just pencils. I’m just
thinking of the seating area, like, how would that work if they need to sit down and write?”
Figure 92. Outdoor Classroom sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“- a lot of rocks for open
ended play, just for building
and, of course not throwing.
I guess wood blocks, just the
kind to like build on, and
using, like, beams to balance,
like for balance and building.”

Figure 93. Rocks and Blocks sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

-Amy Setah
(personal interview. 2022)

Figure 94. Rocks River sketch, by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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Noel Froste
Teacher Grades 6-8
Yuneŝ it’in ?Esgul
Froste is the grade 6-8 teacher. He is Nlaka’pamux, but lives in
the teacher’s residence at Stone. Froste initiates some of the sports
activities at the chool. He had a lot of ideas for how to improve the
facilities for athletics. He described how currently, the ground is
too uneven to use safely. He wished he could do more events around
sports and traditional games to encourage team building and friendly
competition. He understood sports as valuable basis for youth culture at
Stone, identifying the need for a skate park as a space where students
could gather after school. He also identified Muffin Hill as one of the
site’s most popular interventions and suggested its expansion.
Figure 95. Froste, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“So, like the snow, they like to
get out there and get soaking
wet on this little sled hill that
we built... that’d be cool. Is
to build up that sled hill like
that? Yeah, make it bigger.”
Figure 96. Sledding, sketch by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“Yeah, we can't really do
sports outside. We can't do
like, say, if we want to have
a sports day, you know, like,
you know, with the 100 meter,
with the long jump and all
those kind of things, somebody
could hurt their ankle or
something.”

Figure 97. Track, sketch by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

Figure 98. Field Sports, sketch by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“Well, of course, we could hold cultural events like, you know,
there's also native games that that can be taught...the bone game..
Nobby’s...bannock ball.”
-Noel Froste (personal interview, 2022).
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Rose Marie Quilt
Food/Gardening Teacher
Headstart and Yuneŝ it’in ?Esgul
Rose Marie works at both Headstart and the main school preparing
wholesome meals for the students and taking care of the garden and
greenhouses. Rose Marie also works with traditional food preparation,
like canning and smoking, however she is deathly allergic to bees
and is unable to do these activities outside. She described to me how
the younger children work better in the garden because she is able
to engage them better. They get their hands into the soil with her,
and are willing to talk to the plants to help them grow. Rose Marie
also described to me how plants from the land rarely survive when
transplanted to a human environment, and that it was better to get them
from seeds or the nursery.
Figure 99. Rose Marie, photo taken by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“Because if you don't, it kills
you in like ten minutes, the
bees. That's how bad it is. I'm
allergic to all of it. Yellow
jacket, wasps- wasps is the
worst.”

Figure 100. Bee Screens, sketch by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

“I won’t really trust to get[the plant] off the
land. It might not survive. Just like when I take a
tree from the land and I planted it in my yard, it
dies on me.”

“I said, when you were putting the seeds in there, you weren't happy in here. And they know, they're sad.
I tell them, the reason how I know is I walked among the trees, I talk to the trees, I talk to the ground,
I talk to the birds, I talk to the squirrels. Because you’ve got to talk, you’ve got to learn how to have
patience when you’re on Mother Earth. Yeah, that’s one thing my grandma told me.”
-Rose Marie Quilt (personal interview 2022)
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community engagement: design

process

1. Listen
After transcribing the
interviews, I highlighted design
suggestions, uses of space and
materials and significant plant
species.
2. Sketch

Figure 101. Transcript, photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

I noted down the highlighted
text fragments, and rapidly
sketched illustrations of
potential student and teacher
experiences. I allowed my hand
to expand on certain ideas as
they came to mind.

Figure 102. Rock River, sketch by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

3. Draw
When designs started to
resonate with me, I added
colour. Each colour represents
a different material within a
limited material palette.
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Figure 103. Rocky River, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

4. Illustrate
I illustrated the drawings at
scale in plan and section. These
were not final iterations, but
I wanted a legible level of
resolution for the community.
5. Critique

Figure 104. Rocky River Section, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

I brought the drawings to the
community during my final
site visit, and provided post-it
notes for feedback. Students
who couldn’t yet write were
encouraged to draw emojis.
I also invited people to ask
questions and share their
opinions. The responses were
generally positive, while some
students and teachers alerted
me to potential improvements.
Figure 105. Rocky River Section with feedback, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

6. Contextualize
I photo shopped the drawings
of the main interventions
into existing photos of the
schoolyard to add context to
the designs.
Figure 106. Rocky River Section, collage by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

7. Imagine
I projected the context
collages onto a large screen
and provided the students
with shadow puppets to play
in the imagined space. While
the design itself was not
finalized, I wanted the students
to re imagine their space, as a
opportunity for agency.

Figure 107. Imagine Rocky River Section, photo by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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community feedback
The students were very interested
in the drawings and willing to
give feedback. They were able to
read the schematic plan and the
sections quite well, however they
struggled with some of the plans
at smaller scales. The zipline was
the most popular design proposal,
however one younger student
thought that it looked too far off
the ground and was worried he
might loose his boots, or worse,
fall off, and get hurt. In response,
I lowered one of the ziplines
for the younger students. Other
sources of enthusiasm were tree
plantings, climbing walls, water
play, the outdoor classroom and
the fire pit of the gathering circle.
The root cellar garnered less
excitement among the students,
but was appreciated by the
teachers.

Figure 108. Zipline Detail Plan with feedback, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

Figure 109. Zipline Detail Section with feedback, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

Figure 110. Outdoor Classroom
Section with feedback, drawing
by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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Figure 111. Bunny Hill Plan and Section with feedback, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

Figure 112. Gathering Circle Section with feedback, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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site plan
The Yunesit’in
Schoolyard is
redesigned to
accommodate a
broader ranger
of outdoor
experiences.
The protective
chainlink fence
is expanded
to unclude a
gardening area
with an orchard
and planters
between the main
playground and
Headstart.
The outer area
can be used by
students, as well as
other community
members during
events. A large
gathering space
can seat over
200 people, and
the gravel sports
field can double
as a parking lot on
occasion.
Plantings and
topography add
definition to space,
and create areas
to explore. Trails
connect the site
at various scales,
allowing for
service vehicles
to reach the main
building, as well
as quiet walks at
the perimeter.
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Figure 113. Site Plan, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

planting plan
Planting is based
on mostly all
native species,
as well as a
selection of
orchard plantings.
Plant species are
arranged to mimic
various plant
communities from
the Tŝilhqot’in
landscape, to
expand the
ecosystem into the
site.
Pockets of habitat
planting are
formed at various
parts of the site,
particularly along
the southern edge,
where spacing
allows for children
and creatures to
find spaces of
respite.
Numerous
important berry
and medicine
species are planted
for harvest,
particularly near
the gathering area.
Swales divert
run-off at various
low points and
meadow plantings
cover large open
areas to bring
native flowers
for pollinators.
Gathering spaces
have proposed
treess for shade.
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Figure 114. Planting Plan, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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planting pallette
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COMMON NAME
LATIN NAME
TSILQHOT'IN
TREES
Engelmann spruce
Picea engelmannii
ts'u
trembling aspen*
Populus tremuloides
t'aŝbay
black cottonwood*
Populus balsamifera ssp.trichocarpa t'aŝ
lodgepole pine
chendi
Pinus contorta
Pondorosa pine*
tsilhtsilh
Pinus ponderosa
ʔabeleŝ
September Ruby
Malus sp. September Ruby
Honeycrisp
ʔabeleŝ
Malus sp. Honeycrisp
Cortland
Malus sp. Cortland
ʔabeleŝ
crab apple
Malus fusca
SHRUBS
common juniper*
Juniperus communis
datsan k'achilh
datsan k'achilh
rocky mountain juniper*
Juniperus scopolorum
mock orange*
Philadelphus lewisii
common snowberry
Symphoricarpus albus
kinnikinnick*
Arctostaphylos uva ursi
denɨsh
soopalallie*
Shepherdia canadensis
tŝelexay
saskatoon*
Amelanchier alnifolia
dɨg
chokecherry*
Prunus virginiana
melguns
black huckleberry
Vaccinium membraniceum
selhchugh
highbush blueberry
vaccinium corymbosum
yanlhtsel
red raspberry*
Rubus idaeus R. strigosus
texaltsel
dwarf raspberry
Rubus pubescens
ts’elhiqi
smooth sumac*
Rhus glabra
red osier dogwood/ willow
Cornus serracea
x'i
big sagebrush*
Artemisia tridentata
tl'esdzi
shrubby penstemon*
Penstemon fruticosus
rabbit brush*
Chrysothamnus nauseosus
FORBS/FLOWERS (ʔelagi)
wild strawberry*
Fragaria virginiana
wooly pussytoes*
Antennaria lanata
yarrow*
Achillea millefolium
dlunichi
pasture sage*
Artemisia frigida
umber pussytoes*
Antennaria umbrinella
thread-leaved sandwort*
Arenaria capillaris
slender hawksbeard*
Crepis atrabarba
round-leaved alum root*
Heuchera cylindrica
silverleaf phacelia*
Phacelia hastata
large-fruited desert parsley*
Lomatium macrocarpum
Holboell's rockcress*
Arabis holboellii
golden-aster*
Heterotheca villosa
cut-leaf anemone*
Anemone multifida
Canada goldenrod*
Solidago canadensis
brown eyed Susan*
Gaillardia aristata
arrow-leafed balsamroot*
Balsamorhiza sagittata
old-man's whiskers*
Geum triflorum
telhachos
nodding onion*
Allium cernuum
lemon weed*
Lithospermum ruderale
lance-Leaved stonecrop*
Sedum Lanceolatum
GRASSES
tl'ugh deltsugh
bluebunch wheatgrass*
Agropyron spicatum Elymus spicatus
Junegrass*
Koeleria macrantha K. cristata
Indian ricegrass*
Stipa hymenoides Oryzopsis hymenoide
sand dropseed*
Sporobolus cryptandrus
Sandberg bluegrass*
Poa secunda P. sandbergii
* available at Splitrock nursury
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HEIGHT

SPREAD

SUN

21-30m
15m (21m)
8-13m
30m
15-25m
7m
7m
6m
6m

3-5m
6-9m, 50-75cm trunk
15-25m
6m
6-8m
9m
7m
6m
6m

full sun
shade tolerant or full sun
full sun
full sun
full sun
full sun to partial shade
morning sun, min. 8 hours sun
6-8 hours of direct sun
full sun, well-drained soil

up to 1m
up to 10m
3m
0.5-1.5m
20 cm
1-2m
1-5m
1-4m
1.5m
0.6-2.5m
up to 1.5m
0.6-1.2m
1-3m
1.8-2.7m
up to 2m
up to 50cm
1m

up to 3m
up to 4m
3m
1.5m
several meters
2m
1-5m
1-3m
1.5m
0.5-1.2m
up to 1.5m
0.6-1.2m
5m
2.4-3.6m
up to 2m
up to 50cm
1-2m

dry open
full sun
full sun, part shade
open and shaded, prefers open
full sun, mostly sunny
partial shade, tolerates full sun
full sun partial shade
full sun, partial shade
partial shade
full sun
open, disturbed areas
full sun
open with lots of light
full sun, shade tolerant
open, direct sunlight
sunny, open
strong sunlight

up to 10 cm
10-20 cm
10-75 cm
10-40 cm
5-20 cm
up to 30 cm
15-70 cm
15-90 cm
up to 50 cm
up to 25 cm
10-100 cm
10-50 cm
15-50 cm
0.3-2m tall
20-70 cm
20-80 cm
up to 40 cm
up to 50 cm
20-60 cm
5-20 cm

up to 10 cm
up to 30 cm
up to 20cm
up to 30 cm
up to 15 cm
up to 20 cm
up to 10 cm
up to 30 cm
up to 30 cm
up to 25 cm
up to 10 cm
10-25 cm
10-25 cm
up to 1m
up to 50 cm
up to 1m
up to 25 cm
up to 5 cm
up to 30 cm
up to 20 cm

somewhat shaded
open meadows
open or shaded
hot, open slopes/grasslands
open grasslands with light
open and shaded
open, light areas
open, light areas
open sites
open slopes
open fields and slopes
open, light areas
open forests and grasslands
open to dense
open grasslands
sunny slopes
open grasslands
open meadows
open grasslands
south facing

60-100cm
20-50cm
30-60cm
30-70cm
up to 30 cm

up to 100 cm
up to 30 cm
up to 50 cm
up to 30 cm
up to 15 cm

open sunny
open grassland, shade toleran
open, well lit areas
south facing slopes and grassla
open grasslands

n

n light

n

nt

ands

WATER
moist, well-drained
well drained, well watered
moist soil
well-drained soil
little water
moist, well-drained
well-drained
well-drained
moist, well-drained
dry rocky
dry, rocky soil
moist, well drained
dry and wet
dry
water when young, then dry
damp, with some dryness
sandy, rocky soil, low pH
sandy, well-drained
wet areas
moist soil
can do dry, likes more water
moist soil
very dry
dry, will spread with water
hot, dry

HABIT/ PROPAGATION

COMPANION SPECIES/ COMMUNITY ZONE
Lower River Valley
Lower River Valley
Swale
Lower River Valley
Dry and Warm
Orchard
Orchard
Orchard
Swale

suckering
acidic or neutral soil

loamy soil
salt tolerant
propagate by seed or cutting (helps germinate)
south facing slopes
controls erosion, propagate root cuttings
erosion control, very fragrent
shelterbelt, erosion control,
underground runners form thickets, warmer
acidic soil

propagated by root cuttings

blooms later summer

Lower River Valley, Southwest Slope, Dry and Warm
Southwest Slope
Southwest Slope
Dry and Warm
Lower River Valley, Dry and Warm, Meadow
Lower River Valley, Dry and Warm
Lower River Valley, Southwest Slope
Dry and Warm, Southwest Slope, upper Swale
Dry and Warm
Orchard
Swale
Swale
Southwest Slope, Swale
Swale
Dry and Warm
Southwest Slope, Prairie
Dry and Warm

moderate moisture
moderate moisture
dry to moist
very dry
dry
dry to moderately moist
dry
relatively dry
dry, gravely
dry, rocky
dry, rocky
dry grassland
dry rocky to wet (adaptable)
dry or wetter
dry to medium dry
dry, flowers with more water
dry, gravely soils
dry
dry, rocky
dry, rocky

runs
forms small mats, propagate with seed collection
easily propagate by seed
leafy runners
propagate by seed
plant with seeds
clumping
propagate by seed
propagated by seed
propagate by seed
with sagebrush and pondorosa pine
produces a lot of pollen, hard to germinate
easily germinated and spreads
taproot, most easily propagated by seeds
seed directly, doesn't transplant well
propagate by seed
propagate by seed
propagate by seed
propagate by live stem or seed

Dry and Warm
Dry and Warm
Lower River Valley, Dry and Warm, Meadow, Swale
Dry and Warm, Meadow
Lower River Valley, Dry and Warm
Meadow
Dry and Warm
Meadow
Meadow
Dry and Warm, Southwest Slope
Meadow, Southwest Slope
Meadow
Meadow
Swale, Meadow
Meadow
Dry and Warm
Meadow
Dry and Warm
Dry and Warm
Rooftop

drought resistant
dry
dry
dry, sandy soil
dry, welldrained soil

propagate by seed, cannot tolerate grazing
propagate from seed
propagate from seed
propagate from seed
propagate from seed

Dry and Warm, Southwest Slope, Swale
Southwest Slope, Meadow
Meadow
Sandy Land
Dry and Warm, Meadow
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Figure 115. Planting Pallette, spreadsheet by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

outdoor classroom
SECTION A
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Figure 116. Section A, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

outdoor classroom
The Outdoor Classroom extends from the three classrooms along the northeast of the Main School. On the
windiest edge of the site, a berm planted with trembling aspen provides wind shelter, a sense of seclusion
and shade. A three-tiered platform provides a multi-functional outdoor learning area. Classes can bring
work outside to read, write, draw or do worksheets. While indoor classrooms usually place students in
chairs at desks, this space allows students to stand, lay or sit in variety of positions to enhance their
comfort and physiological development. At the northern edge of the berms are habitat plantings to attract
wildlife to this part of the site. Going south, the area connects to the smokehouse, firepit and Arbor, where
students can engage in traditional activities. Amidst proposed plantings of sage and juniper is also a spot
to place a sweat lodge.
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Figure 117. Section A detail, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

The exisiting Arbor currently provides a smaller gathering space for the school. It’s concrete floor and
roof structure make it an idea work space for food preparation. The project proposes adding a fine meshed
screen to keep out the dreaded bees and wasps, which interfere with traditional activities such as cutting
salmon and tanning hides. Additional plantings around the space include many important berries and
medicines that can be included in the food preparation. A neaby washing station is proposed around the
current hockey rink.

Figure 118. Cutting Salmon, collage by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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main playground

scale
1:250
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Figure 119. Outdoor Classroom Plan, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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main playground
SECTION B
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The design for the main playground features the Mid Pit House- a play pithouse forming the lowest point
on the playground so that run-off drains to the center to form a mud kitchen in the center of the floor- the
traditional place of the hearth. The distinctive roof strucuture offers climbing beams. A large tire swing
is proposed using a tractor tire that can seat a group of children. A berm supported with large boulders
forms Mount Stoney, a hill for climbing, with a slide facing the northern mountains. A large cement pipe is
proposed within the berm to form a grotto. Decending from Mount Stoney, a long dry river of stone, Stoney
River. It meanders through the playground, dotted with many stones and tree stumps for balancing, which
surround a proposed sandbox. Stoney River is also a swale. It culminates in a water feature, that drains into
runnels moving through the orchard garden.
Lexa-French: A Space for Tŝilhqot’in Education
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Figure 120. Playground Section, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

main playground plan
sub header
sub header details
body text
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Figure 121. Playground Plan, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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headstart
section C

GREENHOUSE

ZIPLINE

PLANTER

RAMMED COLD CELLAR

The space outside Headstart forms an outdoor classroom for pre-school and nursury aged students. At
the southern end, a screened gazebo creates an outdoor space where children can eat, play and make
food in the shade, with protection from stinging insects. Bunny Hill is a berm with tiered boulders and
gabion seating walls to form a small amphitheatre. Stone walls enclose a sandbox, and a pathway leads
up to a pair of slides. There is a water feature at the top which drains ito a catch basin where students can
collect water for the garden. The root cellar has been placed nearby, along with the greenhouses and the
smokehouse, so that children can engage in traditional activities with Selena.
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CATCH BAS

SIN

WATER FEATURE

GABION SEATING WALLS

SCREENED GAZEBO

Figure 122. Section C, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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zipline
There are two proposed ziplines on site. Each moves
through meadow plantings so that students can
experience soaring like birds. The higher zipline
between the two berms next to the sports field
offers a greater challange- this is the Eagle Line.
The lower zipling closer to the gathering circle is
for younger students who want to stay close to the
ground- this is the Humming Bird Line.
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Figure 123. Zipline, collage by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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headstart plan
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Figure 124. Headstart Plan, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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gathering circle
section D

LAHEL SEAT
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RAMMED EARTH
FEATURE WALL

RIVER ROCK
MOTE

CORTEN STEEL GABION SEATING
FIRE PIT
WALLS

SPIRALING RAMP

DECOMPOSED
GRANITE PATH

ZIP LINE
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Figure 125. Section D, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022

gathering circle plan
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Figure 126. Gathering Space Plan, drawing by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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gathering circle
The gathering circle is the largest intervention on
site and is designed to accommodate all of Stone and
visitors from beyond. The design is inspired by the
traditional pithouse design, with descending seating
terraces that culminate around a large fire pit, the
lowest point on site. A small swale filled with river
rocks surrounds the fire pit to collect run off, and
act as a small mote for fire safety. A spiraling ramp
moves cleanly through the seating terraces to allow
wheelchair access. The fire pit itself is desinged
with ridges for berbecue grates, so the space can
be used for ceremonies or for cookouts. The large
beams are based on the traditional roof structure of
the pit house, while providing shade and potential
poles for shade sails. The northern seating terrace
extends out to form a stage for concerts, and a large
rammed earth feature wall forms a backdrop, on
which shadows from the fire can cast themselves.
Beyond is the view of the mountains.
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Figure 127. Gathering Space, collage by Ivana Lexa-French, 2022
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project timeline
2021
Jun.

Jul.

relationship building
ethics application
site analysis
methodological emergence
thesis development
precedent analysis
material study
community collaboration
schematic design
design development
design refinement
final submission
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Aug.

Sep.

2022
Oct.

Nov.

Dec.

Jan.

Feb.

Mar.

Apr.

ethics approval
The University of British Columbia
Office of Research Ethics
Behavioural Research Ethics Board
Suite 102, 6190 Agronomy Road, Vancouver, B.C. V6T
1Z3
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