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Background

a collective memory (Mac Lean & Wason-Ellam, 2006). Life narratives
thus play an essential role in keeping cultures alive (Unesco, 2014).
Seen as an essential practice in the education of children, the
educational potential of life narratives has, in recent years, attracted
increasing attention for research in educational sciences (Archibald,
2008; Billy, 2015).

The life narrative is an oral genre and dialogical
teaching practice which involves taking a retrospective look at an experience allowing both the narrator
and his interlocutors to reflect, inform, describe, feel
the present or understand the future by a reflexive
return on the past. (Lavoie & Blanchet, 2017, p. 206)

Educational potential of life narratives

Recognized as one of the oldest forms of communication, life narratives
form the core of the oral tradition in First Nations. In Indigenous communities, the elders tell the younger ones the story of their lives in order to transmit, over the generations, values, beliefs, knowledge, skills,

At the ministerial level, life narratives are part of the oral genres to
experiment from the first cycle of elementary onwards for the practical application of speaking and listening (MELS, 2006). Used in
class, it contributes to the development of active listening (listening
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Objectives

comprehension), stimulates exchanges, promotes reflexivity and
builds learners’ confidence, encouraging them to take their turn
at communicating (Archibald, 2008; Ignace, 2008; Michel, 2012).
Unlike passive communication media such as television, life narratives
imply interactivity and meet a need of involvement, reciprocity and
reflexivity (Mac Lean and Wason-Ellam, 2006). The teacher can also
use it to work differently on reading comprehension and anticipation
strategies (for example, to formulate predictions, to infer implicit
elements of history, to identify key ideas, to establish personal links
with history, etc.) (MELS, 2006).

Although life narratives are incomparable between them, Lavoie and
Blanchet (2017) have highlighted a certain structure to accompany
teachers in understanding their main stages. The data has been
revisited with the aim of identifying a pedagogical model for the use
of life narratives in the classroom. The presentation of the educational model aims to honour the legacy of Indigenous know-how.

Some methodological guidelines
The results presented here come from three exploratory studies in
which the life narratives were used. Data from these projects have
allowed researchers to document the strategies used by teachers and
Indigenous Elders. Some data come from non-participant observations, which took place during eight sessions of Elder-led life narratives with preschool children in the Innu community of Unamen
Shipu (Lavoie, Mark and Jenniss, 2014). In a second research project,
nine third-grade teachers used life narratives in the classroom. This
second project took place with each of the following Innu communities: Maliotenam, Matimekosh-Lac John, Pakua Shipu, Pessamit,
Ushat and Unamen Shipu. In addition to these two data collections,
two semi-structured interviews were conducted with elders from
two Indigenous Nations: Algonquin (Timiskaming) and Mohawk
(Akwesasne). Their wisdom and expertise in the life narratives have
qualified and enriched the interpretation of the results of the first
research projects.

Several researchers have written about the importance of life narratives in Indigenous school contexts (Archibald, 2008; Ignace, 2008;
MacLean & Wason-Ellam, 2006; Michel, 2012). In the belief that
narratives tell the child’s history and origins and guide the child
throughout his or her life, these authors agree to give a holistic value
to life narratives used in the classroom.
Although it allows considerable advances in literacy—which refers to
the ability to understand and use written information in everyday
life—, the educational potential of life narratives is not limited to
language-related learning. Indeed, as personified oral genre, rooted
in the experience and contextualized, life narratives contribute to the
establishment of values and consolidation of identity (Bruner, 2002).
They act in this respect as vectors of ethical education (Cortes, 2016).
Life narratives can also be used for the teaching of history, such as
learning the origin and the names of places, clans, rivers, etc. For
Archibald (2008), life narratives are also a source of reconciliation
with the past, in addition to ensuring the preservation of skills.
UNESCO (2014) maintains that life narratives are a form of intangible cultural heritage to be transmitted in order to preserve knowledge and skills in homes and schools. In addition, Article 13 of the
Indigenous Peoples Declaration, which was signed by Canada in
2010, states that:

Results
From the research conducted, strategies used for planning,
realization and integration of life narratives in a school context
were identified. The pedagogical model is thus presented according
to these three phases. In addition, an educational planning tool
facilitates the testing of proposed strategies.

Indigenous peoples have the right to revive, use, develop and transmit to future generations their history,
their language, their oral traditions, their philosophy,
their writing system and their literature, as well as
choose and keep their own names for communities,
places and people. (Unesco, 2007, p. 7)

Life narratives can

also be used for the
teaching of history.

Article 14 adds that Indigenous peoples have the right to use cultural
methods of teaching and learning, which include life narratives.
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- Establishing an opening routine and trigger
(object, music)
- Reformulating or repeating some passages
- Imitating or mimicking (sounds, words, movements)
- Creating analogies (animals, objects, etc.)
- Involving the audience (questions, repetitions,
sounds, movements)
- Varying the pace (breathing, silence, etc.)
- Adding dramatic effects (voice modulation,
expression, etc.)
- Skipping or condensing certains épisodes (ellipse)
- Creating expectations or comments
(chronological breakdowns)
- Stretching actions (dillatation)
- Établishing visual contact with everyone
- Checking the listening with a formula

CONTEXT
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- Promoting thanks
- Stimulating reflection and interpretation
(group, talking circle, dyad, solo)
- Proposing enrichment activities
(drawint, crafts, role play, repeat)
- Encouraging students to share the narrative

ration Strate

STORY AND
EXPERIENCE

ng
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CULTURE AND
TRADITIONS

- Choosing the moment (early morning, end of day)
- Choosing the narrative
(content, know-how, intention)
- Structuring the narrative (narrative weaving)
- Preparing notes, lexical cards
- Visualizing and repeating the narrative
- Predict movements
- Organizing the space (story corner, circle, lighting)

Figure 1: Pedagogical model of life narratives based on the Indigenous expertise.

Canvas for organizing a life narrative in class.
PLANNING STRATEGIES

4- I vary the rhythm for _____________

1- I choose to share the following
life narrative ____________for ________

5- I do the movement ________ in order to _________
6- I use the following dramatic effect : _____________________

2- To prepare myself, I organize my narrative :

7- I compare ___________ (element or character)
with __________ (animal or elements of nature)

? (To situate) = questions for the audience

?
?

8- I ask the following question to my audience : _______________
9- To keep my audience’s attention, I use the following strategy :
_____________________

?

Triggering element / Chronological breach / End, acknowledgments

IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGIES

STRATÉGIES DE RÉALISATION

10 - After my narrative, I ask those who have listened to me to

3- I begin my narrative with the following triggering element :
____________________________

_______________________
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Discussion

strategies proposed in the model would contribute to awareness rising,
to the ideological position as well as to the identity enhancement of the
child. In this sense, the life narratives impose themselves as a holistic
and disciplinary teaching practice that would help individuals in their
overall development.

In the planning phase, it is useful for the narrator to prepare notes,
lexical cards or word lists to guide his narrative. Participating teachers
have used words cards to provide guidance for the structure of their
narrative as to enrich the vocabulary of their students. The value and
significance of the words proved to be important: “It serves to increase
the vocabulary of young people and to manipulate words since they
have meaning and they (students) understand the meaning” (interview
May 2015, teacher, Unamen Shipu). In the context of lexical erosion of
words specific in Indigenous communities, the integration of certain
words in life narratives can help to preserve and transmit them from one
generation to another. For participants from different studies, “choosing
the story” and “choosing the moment” are preparing strategies to life
narratives. However, to Archibald (2008), it is important for narrators to
embrace narratives surfacing in unplanned ways within their daily lives,
without predetermined pedagogical intention, to build sense with the
interlocutors within the integration phase. This observation brings us
back to the «seize the moment,” idea mentioned by several participants.

Conclusion
Life narratives prove to be a rich educational practice that can be updated in multiple ways in the classrooms. They include specific planning,
realization and implementation strategies. By knowing them and using
them, teachers will enrich their practice with oral storytelling in the classroom. The model developed remains flexible and must be used to guide
teachers and not to dictate their practice. Serving as a model to his or her
interlocutors, the narrator must also cultivate integrity and humility in
the transmission of his or her life narratives.
In light of research with teachers and Elders of First Nations, it appears
that life narratives inspired by Indigenous tradition, is an oral genre
modelled and transferable to many disciplines, and this, at all school
contexts. Ultimately, the life narrative pedagogical model, presented
at the 2017 edition of the Convention on Perseverance and Academic Achievement for First Peoples, aims to pay tribute to Indigenous
“tradition setters” who inspired its development.

The results demonstrate that the life narratives establish a space of respect
within which everyone’s experience is recognized as legitimate knowledge. Testimonials from teachers and elders indicate that life narratives
would build bridges between class and family. Thus, the implementation
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