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Une question?

Teaching by the Medicine Wheel
An Anishinaabe framework for Indigenous education

This article explores the teachings of Medicine Wheels from an Anishinaabe cultural
perspective. A focus on its applications to education is addressed through pedagogy and
the transmission of Medicine Wheel teachings. These concepts are then illustrated with
an example of Medicine Wheel pedagogy in practice through the Anishinaabe
Bimaadiziwin Cultural Healing and Learning Program, an Anishinaabe culture-based
school.
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A key question that needs to be
addressed in the creation of an
Indigenous, culturally relevant educational process is how to create a
schooling environment that reﬂects Indigenous culture and instils
traditional values while providing the students with the skills they need to
“survive” in the modern world. Indigenous knowledge thus becomes
important to understand. This knowledge is crucial to creating a culturally
relevant space, pedagogy, and environment for teaching Indigenous
children.
In many Indigenous cultures, the Medicine Wheel[1] metaphor contains all
of the traditional teachings and can therefore be used as a guide on any
journey, including the educational process. While there is some variation in
its teachings and representations, the underlying web of meaning to
Medicine Wheels remains the same: the importance of appreciating and
respecting the ongoing interconnectedness and interrelatedness of all
things. Therefore, there is no “right” or “wrong” way of representing or
using Medicine Wheels: all forms hold particular meaning to the various
Indigenous nations while all transmit a common understanding of the
interconnectedness and interrelatedness of all things.
The wheel drawing simply begins by making a circle. Superimposed on
this circle are four equidistant points. These points symbolically identify the
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power/medicine of the four directions (east, south, west, north) using four
different colours. The ﬁnal drawing resembles a compass for human
understanding. Around the spirit world of the four directions is the Creator
above and Mother Earth below, whereby “a three dimensional sphere is
created which mysteriously contains, reﬂects, and possesses within itself
the perimeters and powers of the entire universe, indeed of reality
itself.”[2]
There are many different ways that Elders and traditional teachers have
expressed the four directions: the four teachings, the four winds, the four
cardinal directions, and many other relationships that can be expressed in
sets of four. “Just like a mirror can be used to see things not normally
visible (e.g. behind us or around a corner), Medicine Wheels can be used
to help us see or understand things we can’t quite see or understand
because they are ideas and not physical objects.”[3] Calliou reminds us
that “Medicine Wheels can be pedagogical tools for teaching, learning,
contemplating, and understanding our human journeys at individual,
band/community, nation, global, and even cosmic levels.”[4]
Within Medicine Wheels there are many, many “rings” of teachings that
exist. A ring of teaching is created by considering a part of the teaching
from each of the four directions. These rings of teachings have signiﬁcant
meaning independently but are all the more powerful when understood as
a collective of interdependent knowledge teachings and practices. Some
of these rings include: seasons (spring, summer, fall, winter), times of day
(morning, afternoon, evening, night), stages of life (infant, youth, adult,
elder), and life givers (earth, sun, water, air).
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Using Medicine Wheel pedagogy
The following Medicine Wheel diagram (Figure 1) reviews the gifts of each
of the directions as informed by Cree Elder Michael Thrasher. In the east
the gift of vision is found, where one is able to “see.” In the south one
spends time in which to relate to the vision. In the west, one uses the gift
of reason to ﬁgure it out. In the north, one uses the gift of movement to do
or actualize the vision. According to Absolon,[5] in following the path of
Medicine Wheels “the fourth direction involves creating a healing
movement towards change – this is possible only when the other
components have been acknowledged.”[6]
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Moving into the “doing” phase of the north requires taking the knowledge
gained from all the directions and enacting that knowledge. This form of
praxis makes the balance achievable. Using Medicine Wheels as a tool for
analysis in healing and learning demands the continuous and ongoing
reﬂection of oneself in relation to others – thus balance must be
maintained while embracing change. “The teaching and healing process is
evolutionary and cyclical in nature, as is the continuum of medicine

http://www.cea-ace.ca/fr/education-canada/article/teaching-medicine-wheel

2/6

11/24/2016

Teaching by the Medicine Wheel | Association canadienne d’éducation (ACE)
wheels. It begins with a desire to understand and identify with the balance,
wholeness and interconnectedness expressed in the medicine wheel.”[7]
In order to create the movement required by the northern direction, one
must re-visit the other directions to achieve a 360-degree vision.[8] By
going to the east where one visions to transform that which is, one can
actively create a better life for oneself and others. Indigenous people can
envision how they can be active in the “creation of oppositional analytical
and cultural space.”[9] Visioning allows them to engage in the hopeful
utopian thinking necessary for radical transformation.[10] Once a guiding
vision is received or created, strategies can then be planned to help
actualize it. Each person then has the responsibility to do the work
required to fulﬁll the vision.[11]
Indigenous people are ﬁghting to actualize their visions for change in the
education of their children. A revolutionized world will not “come into
existence in a linear way, as the result of a single-minded drive, but in a
cyclic, circular way, working in all dimensions of a culture, moving from
one position to another, not in reaction but in interaction with other
forces.”[12] Moving from linear models to the interconnectedness of the
circle can guide the development of pedagogy and vision for the future.[13]
The transmission of Medicine Wheel teachings
Understanding Indigenous knowledge and worldview begins with Medicine
Wheel teachings previously discussed: the gifts of the directions (vision,
time, reason, movement), the actions of those gifts (see it, relate to it,
ﬁgure it out, do it), and the learning process (awareness, understanding,
knowledge, wisdom). Building from these understandings, Indigenous
knowledge embraced by Medicine Wheels can be deﬁned as wholeness,
interrelationships, interconnections, and balance/respect. Wholeness
requires that we look in entireties; that the whole is greater than the sum of
its parts, yet the parts cannot be fully seen until the shape of the whole can
be seen. Interrelationship requires that we establish a personal
relationship with the “whole” – with all that surrounds us. In addition, we
must establish a relationship with our whole being; this includes our
spiritual, physical, mental, and emotional aspects. Interconnections create
an environment which is mutually sustaining; where there is a
transcending of logic and linear thought to reveal synthesis and dynamic
interdependence. Balance and respect provide an order and structure to
the whole and all its relationships and interconnections, while providing an
appreciation for the “awe” of it all. (Figure 2)

It is necessary to consider Indigenous knowledge as a collection of
knowledges from different Indigenous nations. Indigenous knowledge is
therefore culture speciﬁc, contained within the local knowledge and
worldview of the nation. It therefore also has to be ecological, where the
knowledge is contained within the land of the geographic location of the
nation. Knowledge is also contained within the people of the nation.
Indigenous knowledge then becomes personal and generational, as there
is a process of generational transmission. Indigenous knowledge is
epistemological, in that each nation culturally determines for itself how it
knows what it knows.
While Indigenous worldview articulates that Indigenous people need to
develop themselves, including their children, in a holistic way that
addresses their spiritual, physical, emotional, and mental capacities, they

http://www.cea-ace.ca/fr/education-canada/article/teaching-medicine-wheel

3/6

11/24/2016

Teaching by the Medicine Wheel | Association canadienne d’éducation (ACE)
need to address how to transmit learning through all of those personal
aspects. The spiritual can be touched through ceremony, teachings, and
stories. The physical can be transmitted through the land, while the
emotional aspect can be developed through a balanced connection
between the heart and the head. Mental capacities can be developed
through ancestral languages and integrative learning.

“

Moving from linear models to the
interconnectedness of the circle can guide the
development of pedagogy and vision for the future.

”

Wisdom becomes the goal of any educational process including living – to
say that we are truly knowledgeable as a person is to say that we not only
“know” what is valued by a nation, but that we have lived our life in such a
way that we have experienced what we know and can therefore be
considered wise. Indigenous knowledge and worldview is attained by
choosing to do what is necessary to obtain multiple perspectives from
which to view the world. This in-depth searching for knowledge is what
leads to wisdom. Wisdom is achieved by ﬁrst becoming aware of the
learning through all the senses, requiring the learning to be introduced to
the students in multiple modalities. Understanding is achieved by providing
students with enough time to solidify the learning so that they are able
replicate the learning. A deeper understanding is achieved by students
relating to the learning at a deeper level to become knowledgeable to the
point that they are able to apply the learning in any situation. To say that
the students have achieved wisdom requires that they are able to create
some action with the learning and teach it to others.
Medicine Wheel pedagogy in practice
The Anishinaabe Bimaadiziwin Cultural Healing and Learning Program
(operational from 2002-2006) was created to fulﬁll the cultural and
academic needs of Anishinaabe children in the Burleigh Falls (Ont.) area.
The program involved a synthesis of Anishinaabe worldview, spirituality
and traditional education philosophy, incorporating these components into
an Anishinaabe culture-based school program for Junior Kindergarten to
Grade 12. The school was registered as a private school with the Ontario
Ministry of Education and the curriculum was organized on a Medicine
Wheel framework, where cultural teachings and traditional practices were
addressed in the corresponding season on the Medicine Wheel.
A holistic educational experience was provided through a balanced
emphasis on all personal aspects of the student. The spirit of the student
was celebrated through daily ceremony such as a morning circle (similar to
a sunrise ceremony), and the learning of traditional teachings and stories.
The physical aspect of the student was actualized by interacting with the
land through traditional practices such as maple syrup making, wild rice
picking and fasting (a traditional ceremony of personal physical sacriﬁce to
gain spiritual enlightenment). The emotional aspect of the student was
addressed by an emphasis on healing and connecting the heart with the
head through weekly healing circles, individual counselling, and following
the seven sacred teachings (core values often referred to as the seven
grandfather teachings). The mental aspect of the student was developed
through the teaching and learning of the Anishinaabe language and
integrative learning that blended Euro-Canadian and Anishinaabe
knowledge, such as the study of earth and space systems in science and
the Anishinaabe traditional worldview of all creation along with its
teachings, stories, and songs.
The Anishinaabe learning process of awareness, understanding,
knowledge, and wisdom as presented on the Medicine Wheel were
actualized on an ongoing basis to ensure complete and deep learning
occurred. An example of this included providing the students with the
awareness of their culture by allowing them to experience it with all their
senses (seeing it, tasting it, feeling/touching it, smelling it, hearing it) and
then expecting them to show that they understood it by replicating it, such
as being able to sing a traditional song. Knowledge of the learning was
illustrated by the students in the school when they applied the learning in
any situation, such as when a child made a connection between the
concept of greed and a traditional Nanaboozhoo story. The ability to teach
their culture to others and thus prove wisdom was achieved by becoming
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the teacher and sharing their culture with other children through
workshops with Brownies or Cub Scouts groups.
While the above examples are speciﬁc to an Anishinaabe culture-based
educational setting, the teachings of Medicine Wheels provide an
educational framework that can be applied to any educational setting. The
fundamental concepts of wholeness, inter-relationship, interconnectedness and balance/respect are valuable for all.
Photo: courtesy Saskatchewan School Boards Association
First published in Education Canada, June 2014

EN BREF - Cet article explore les enseignements des roues de
médecine selon la perspective culturelle anishinabe. L’accent est mis
sur ses applications en éducation par le biais de la pédagogie et de
la transmission des enseignements des roues de médecine. Ces
concepts sont illustrés par un exemple pédagogique pratique de
l’emploi de la roue de médicine dans le cadre du programme culturel
de guérison et d’apprentissage des « Anishinabe-Bimaadiziwin »,
offert dans une école basée sur la culture anishinabe.
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