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Abstract

In this article, we describe how the funds of knowledge in a community in rural Northern
Canada were actualized or leveraged in an early childhood classroom. We draw on a video
recording of a First Nations elder demonstrating to the children (and early childhood
educators) how to skin a marten, a historical cultural practice of the community. We argue
that elders are an untapped source of knowledge that preschools and schools can call on to
legitimize and bring to the forefront, Indigenous knowledge that has been ignored or
undervalued by assimilationist and colonialist policies. We also argue that the elder’s
demonstration is culturally congruent with First Nations traditions of sharing or passing on
knowledge and that it is imperative that educators are aware of and implement culturally
appropriate pedagogical practices. We conclude by sharing some ideas of how early
childhood educators might facilitate through play, children’s taking up and appropriating
cultural knowledge such as the elder shared in this case.

Introduction

If we were to spend half an hour in a school staffroom or join in a teacher education
class today in North America, inevitably we would hear someone make reference to “funds
of knowledge.” The construct originated in the anthropological literature (e.g., Vélez-
Ibafiez & Greenberg, 1989) and Luis Moll and his colleagues popularized the term in
education circles nearly two decades ago. They reported on a project in which researchers
and teachers visited the homes of Latino students, and employing ethnographic techniques,
documented the learning and teaching strategies that families employed as they went about
their daily lives (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzélez, 1992). In their work, Moll and
colleagues demonstrated that the rich funds of knowledge, learning processes, skills and
strategies evident in the homes and communities of these families could be incorporated
into teaching in schools.

t Author note: Authors are listed alphabetically to indicate equal contributions.
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In this paper, we examine how funds of knowledge were actualized with young
children from a community in Northern Canada, who along with their teachers, are
participating ina transnational, community based Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council (SSHRC) funded research initiative that aims to support young
children’s language and cognitive development through play-based curricula. We begin by
tracing the development of the concepts of funds of knowledge and review studies that
have examined the intersection of that construct and play. We then describe the context in
which the larger study took place and present our analysis of one “telling case” (Sheridan,
Street, & Bloome, 2000) from a short video, in which an elder from the community who is
a trapper and a grandfather of one of the children in the classroom, demonstrates how to
skin a marten, a cultural practice of that region. Of course, this is but one example of the
cultural practices and funds of knowledge in this community and we present it as one model
of how funds of knowledge can be leveraged.

What are funds of knowledge?

Funds of knowledge have been described as “the essential cultural practices and
bodies of knowledge and information that households use to survive, to get ahead, or to
thrive” (Moll & Greenberg, 1990, p. 321). They are historically situated and culturally
developed (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzélez, 1992; Gonzalez et al., 2005) “strategic and
cultural resources ... that households contain” (Vélez-lbafiez & Greenberg, 1992, p.
313). Because a funds-of-knowledge approach to research, learning, and teaching involves
close consultation and personal experience with families, it offers a powerful way to
showcase their existing resources, competence, and knowledge (see e.g., Namazzi &
Kendrick, 2014). This approach provides a counter-narrative of marginalized families and
communities by forwardinga more nuanced understanding of their lives, skills,
knowledge, and practices that challenges a deficit view (Gonzélez et al., 2005). From an
Indigenous point of view, utilizing funds of knowledge aligns with the signing of treaties
and the emphasis on sharing knowledge, rather than dictating it. The concept is also
important in helping us uncover and confront unconscious biases by ensuring that all types
of knowledge are valued, particularly within learning spaces in socially disadvantaged
communities.

Although there was a time when European settlers depended on Indigenous funds
of knowledge to survive, Indigenous knowledge systems continue to be actively dismissed
and marginalized. A funds of knowledge approach to learning and teaching attempts to
reverse this history through a more conscious, gracious way of listening to one another in
order to create space for Indigenous voices, knowledge, and practices that have been
silenced, often for centuries. The concept of funds of knowledge also fits with broader
understandings of learning, namely, the idea that we use our existing knowledge or
schemata to construct new knowledge (Kant, 1934; McVee, Kailonnie, & Gavelek, 2005).
In other words, it reflects the understanding that people use what they know to learn
something new in the context of their culture and communities.

Related Literature
A number of studies have focused on the relationship between play and children’s
funds of knowledge. Although the “learning through play” movement has been ubiquitous
in Western early childhood education, Grieshaber and McArdle (2010) critique the
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pedagogy for romanticizing children’s play choices and interests. Their study provides
critical understandings of how children's play interests are evidence of power relationships
and inequality in classrooms and peer cultures. Hedegaard, Fleer, Bang, and Hviid (2008)
examine play from the perspectives of children, parents and teachers, foregrounding
the social, cultural and historical practices integral to children’s lives. Building on previous
studies of children’s funds of knowledge, Chesworth (2016) argues that understanding the
intricacies of play cultures requires that teachers and researchers engage critically with
children’s individual and collective funds of knowledge by making sense of the social and
cultural activities they reconstruct in their play. Chesworth also demonstrates that when
children mutually develop collective funds of knowledge, it provides opportunities
for them to co-construct meaning with their peers; moreover, the interests that arise
from these co-constructions may also contribute to more equitably shifting how power,
agency and status interact within peer cultures.

Within play cultures, there have also been attempts to identify children’s interests
for the purposes of enhancing early childhood programs. The tendency in much of the
literature, however, has been to view children’s play interests as their individual
engagement with the play materials or activities available in their immediate play
environment (Carr, 2008 cited in Chesworth, 2016), which offers only a superficial
interpretation of what constitutes children’s interests (Hedges, 2011). Focusing instead on
funds of knowledge moves beyond the immediate environment and acknowledges the rich
experiences that result from children’s participation in intergenerational household and
community activities (Gonzélez et al. 2005). As Moll et al. (1992) contend, these activities
contain “ample cultural and cognitive resources” (p. 134) and offer deeper understandings
of children’s lives and authentic possibilities for home-school connections in the
classroom. Similarly, Riojas-Cortez’s (2001) study of sociodramatic play in a bilingual
pre-school offers insights into how funds of knowledge can inform the creation of a
culturally responsive curriculum infused with children’s interests and capabilities. Oughton
(2010) forwards both a critique and a caution regarding the adoption of a funds of
knowledge approach, namely, that practitioners and researchers “need to be critically
reflexive to avoid imposing their own, however well-intentioned, cultural arbitraries on
learners” (p. 63) as we “identify and privilege what we regard as ‘funds of knowledge’” (p.
64). This point is especially poignant when working with Indigenous children and
communities, given the imposition of an education system rooted in Eurocentric
epistemologies that they have experienced.

Indeed, within Indigenous cultures, separating children by age groups and the
concept of formalized early childhood education are relatively new (e.g., Mashon, 2010).
The traditional practice was for children to learn through emulation, watching others who
are older, more skilled, listening to the language, vocabulary and nuances of how thoughts
are strung together and voiced. Traditionally, play was considered an imitation of life on
the land, on the water, in the home or wherever young people were observing. By engaging
in different practices during play, children learned about their communities’ ways of
knowing and doing. The underlying premise of these beliefs was that during play, children
constructed their understandings of what they had seen, using items, toys, natural materials,
or whatever was at hand (Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996).
Play was the pathway to the cultural lifestyle of the family and Indigenous funds of
knowledge were passed down from one generation to the next and adapted to the changing
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world, and it is only within the last few decades that preschool Indigenous children have
been attending daycare and early childhood education centers (Greenwood & Shawana,
2000). Currently in many Canadian First Nations communities, children spend their day in
schools and early childhood centers, and are usually in homogeneous age groups. Often,
the mentors (i.e., the teachers) are not related to them nor do many of them have the cultural
knowledge necessary to pass knowledge and skills down to those in their charge. This
disconnection is well recognized; funds of knowledge offer one possible link between the
current education system and the families it serves.

Understanding Culture

In this article, which focuses on cultural practices, we view culture as “a system of
inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which [humans]
communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life”
(Geertz, 1973, p. 89). Rogoff (2003) argues that to date, “the study of human development
has been based largely on research and theory coming from middle class communities in
Europe and North America” (Rogoff, 2003, p. 4). Furthermore, Genzuk (1999) indicates
that culture has often been reduced to simplistic notions of the foods, folklore, festivals,
and fashions of a particular group, and that what is required instead is an understanding of
the dynamic social, physical, spiritual, and economic resources that individuals and
families use to survive in the world. He emphasizes that it is common practice for many
educators to devalue the knowledge that non-mainstream children bring to school and to
view households as situations “from which the student must be rescued, rather than as
reserve of knowledge that can foster the child’s cognitive development” (p. 10).

Play offers children a way of exploring the complex situations that arise in social
and cultural situations in their homes and communities, and also allows for the construction
of new or alternative perspectives (Huizinga, 1950/1955). As Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner
and Cain (1998) observe, when players make up worlds through play, they engage in a
serious process of identity making as they draw on their intuitive cultural knowledge. In
play, children “tell others who they are, but even more importantly, they tell themselves
and then try to act as though they are who they say they are....” (Holland & Lave, 2001, p.
3). In other words, play is “a story the players tell themselves about themselves” (Geertz,
1973, p. 237).

We would be remiss in discussing First Nations children and families and their
cultural heritage without acknowledging the devastating legacies of assimilationist,
colonialist policies in Canada. Reflecting these policies, the residential school system in
which children were taken from their homes and communities, placed in residential
schools, operated by churches and other organizations, had incredibly negative
consequences. Children experienced the trauma of being removed from their families,
forced to speak a foreign language while forbidden to use their own, offered substandard
education, and many of them were subject to physical and sexual abuse. Residential schools
were a disruptive force for families because children who were raised institutionally did
not learn the cultural ways of parenting (e.g., Battiste & Barman, 2000; Hare, 2005).
Although residential schools have been closed for some time, memories of abuse still
percolate to the surface and some children and grandchildren of former residents have
negative associations with schooling (see e.g., Anderson, Morrison, Leighton-Stephens, &
Shapiro, 2007; Hare & Anderson, 2010). Parenting knowledge is still in need of repair,
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rebuilding, and remembering. Families, educators and communities need opportunities to
work together collaboratively, and the current community based initiative in Northern
communities that we described earlier affords a chance to do this, especially when
curriculum and pedagogy include families’ and communities’ funds of knowledge.

On June 11, 2008, Prime Minister Harper acknowledged the inter-generational
damage caused by the former policy of Indian Residential Schools (see www.aadnc-
aandc.gc.ca). Much has happened since then including the release of the final report from
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, which proposes 94 Calls to Action,
(see www.trc.ca) that challenge governments to redress the legacy of residential schools
and the devaluing of Aboriginal cultures and languages. NOW Play (https://now-play.org),
the larger study from which our example is drawn, engages Aboriginal funds of
knowledge and is able to embrace and address several of the proposed Calls to Action. For
example, the project emphasizes, “full participation and informed consent of Aboriginal
peoples” (Call to Action #10) and it “enable[s] parents to fully participate in the education
of their children” (Call to Action #10: vi). In addition, primary objectives include the
“development of culturally appropriate early childhood education programs for Aboriginal
peoples” (Call to Action #12) and “preservation, revitalization and strengthening of
Aboriginal languages and cultures are best managed by Aboriginal peoples and
communities” (Call to Action #14: iv). In the next section, we address more specifically
how these Calls to Action are being interpreted and activated in an Aboriginal Head Start
program in Northern Canada.

Marten Skinning: Funds of Knowledge in an Aboriginal Head Start Program
Context

As noted previously, in this paper we draw on data from the NOW Play project
taking place in Northern communities in three Canadian provinces. The project aims to
support young children’s oral language development through play. The video that we
analyzed was recorded in an Aboriginal Head Start program in a small community with a
population of about 4,000 in Northern Manitoba. Parents are involved in the program and
with their children’s education more broadly, and children, parents, teachers and the
community have good relationships. Aboriginal Head Start is a Canadian offshoot of the
original Head Start program in the United States designed to provide early educational
support for children who are socially disadvantaged. It has six component areas: culture
and language; education and school readiness; health promotion; nutrition; social support;
and parent and family involvement (Aboriginal Head Start Association of British
Columbia, 2016). Parent participation in the Head Start program is more spontaneous
than planned and occurs when the opportunity arises. Participants in the research project
indicate that they believe the program has served as a bridge, bringing educators, families
and the wider community together to support young children’s development and learning.

For this paper, we analyzed one video that was recorded by a researcher observing
in an Aboriginal Head Start program. As the six-and-a-half minute video opens, we see a
grandfather with a marten (a weasel-like mammal) he has trapped; he has laid it out on
paper on the table in front of him and is about to begin skinning it. His grandson sits on his
lap, and five other children sit around the semi-circular table watching him. After nearly a
minute, an early childhood teacher and a seventh child join the others at the table and watch
the grandfather meticulously skin the marten, guiding his grandson’s hand, which holds
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the knife. The grandfather makes observations, engages the children in conversation using
his knowledge of their parents' hunting and trapping activities, and responds to comments
or answers questions posed by the children and on one occasion, the videographer. During
analysis, we viewed the video multiple times and coded isolated segments that illustrated
how funds of knowledge were invoked or demonstrated through gestures, movements, or
both. We cross-referenced our coding of the video with a written transcript of the video
(which cannot be included here for reasons of confidentiality) and then coded the transcript
separately. We then compared the codes from the video and from the transcript and sorted
them into categories. We then collapsed the categories as necessary until themes emerged.

Invoking funds of knowledge

Funds of knowledge were actualized and incorporated into this early childhood
classroom in a variety of ways: demonstration and modelling, participation, and
worldview. It is important to emphasize that all funds of knowledge are contextually bound
and in the particular community where these children live, hunting and trapping are part of
their lived reality. That is, while some might question the idea of demonstrating how to
skin a marten to a group of young children, hunting and trapping are common in their
community and the children are familiar with these practices. For example, during the
discussion with the grandfather, one of the children indicated that her father trapped beaver
while another said that his father hunted ducks.

Demonstration and modelling. Funds of knowledge are often used to refer to
specific content knowledge from children’s homes and communities. For example, Dyson
(1997) documented how inner city African American children integrated their wealth of
knowledge of popular culture and sports in their writing in school when they were
encouraged to do so. However, funds of knowledge also refers to cognitive strategies and
mediational processes (Rogoff, 2003), as well as modes of meaning making (Kendrick,
2016), which can differ significantly across cultures and communities, along with
expectations of children. For example, in the video we analyzed, the grandfather held and
guided his grandson’s hand as he was holding the knife, kinesthetically teaching the child
the motor skills involved in the delicate task at hand. The young boy was simultaneously
watching and doing as he listened to the language of his grandfather to learn about
intergenerational ways of knowing and living in his community. From a contemporary,
middle-class, Eurocentric perspective, teaching a four-year-old child to use a knife might
be considered developmentally inappropriate; however, Rogoff (2003) reminds us that this
practice would be considered quite normal in some cultures, illustrating the point with a
photograph of a toddler using a machete to cut a fruit (p.6). Although the grandfather also
verbally explained some of his actions, this was primarily a demonstration. Rogoff (2003)
and others point out that in some cultures, demonstration or modelling such as what
occurred here is the preferred way of inducting young children into the social practices of
their communities. For instance, Anderson and Morrison (2011) documented how
some parents assumed this pedagogical stance as they supported their preschool children
at an art center in a family literacy program. Demonstration and modelling are also
consistent with Lave and Wenger’s (1999) notion of legitimate peripheral participation in
which participants first learn the skills and knowledge on the outskirts of an activity and
then gradually move toward full participation. Early childhood educators immersed in a
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child-centered, “hands on, learning by doing” philosophy typical of most early childhood
education programs in North America sometimes have difficulty accepting such as
pedagogical stance.

Participation. Although the vignette in our video is primarily a demonstration, the
children were also learning through participation in the discussion. In particular, at one
point, one of the children asked about the “white fur on his [the marten’s] mouth?” The
grandfather answered, “Martens are all different colors. Sometime they are pure black,
sometimes they are nearly orange, and sometimes they are really white.” In addition to
answering children’s queries, the grandfather also helped them make connections between
the demonstration and their own experiences, using his detailed knowledge of the children
and their families and capitalizing on community relationships. For example, at one point,
he asked a child, “Your dad does trapping, right?”” to which the child replied, “Beaver.”
Extending that conversation, another child reported, “My dad gets ducks.” The grandfather
then responded with a question, “Does he use a knife? Or does he pull the
feathers?” helping the child distinguish the difference between preparing a marten fur and
preparing a duck for food. Indirectly, he was also teaching the children the difference
between mammals and birds. After he had completed the demonstration, the grandfather
brought closure to the activity by explaining that the fur would be sold and that the money
would be used to buy things that he and his family need: “Why we got the fur off? Cause
we go sell the fur and we get a whole bunch of money and we go buy bread and gas and
toys.” In other words, the grandfather brings the life skill of trapping, skinning and
entrepreneurship to the children's attention.

Worldview. Perhaps most importantly, this vignette exemplifies and brings to life a
worldview of First Nations that too often is ignored in education and schooling.
Specifically, Indigenous people have a long history of hunting and trapping, and the marten
skinning exemplifies this traditional way of life. As Cajete (1994) explains, trapping
is a “highly evolved survival skill based on direct and personal experience with Nature” (p.
56). Although most of the children in this vignette seemed to be aware of hunting and
trapping, the demonstration in the formal context of the Head Start program conveys to
them that the skills and knowledge and ways of life of the local people and their
community — their funds of knowledge — are legitimate and valuable. An example of such
teaching comes from Elder Bebomijiwebiik-iban of Rainy River First Nation who would
give teachings of Biskaabiiyang — Pay Attention. Biskaabiiyang is an Ojibwe verb meaning
“returning to ourselves” (Geniusz, 2006, p. 13) or to “look back” (Simpson, 2011, p. 49).
Laura Horton, one of the authors of this paper and former director of the post-secondary
education program at Seven Generations Education Institute, helped develop with Elder-
Bebomijiwebiik-iban (Elder Anne Wilson) a Biskaalijiyang approach to research that
attempts to decolonize Indigenous knowledge. According to our co-author, Elder Anne
Wilson would tell listeners: “turn around and look at what you have let go of, there is much
Indigenous intelligence” (personal communication, March 19, 2017). The Elder loved life
and all that it offered in this modern world but reminded us to temper life with original
teachings.
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Implications, Issues, and Concerns

As young children participate in activities and experiences in families and
communities, they develop local and situated cultural repertoires of practice (Rogoff,
2003). This form of learning can be highly motivating, and as the children observe adults
intently in these interactions and experiences they come to understand and value the ways
of acting and participating in their families and cultures.

Children make meaning in the social and cultural contexts of which they are a
part. In the context of the marten skinning, cultural ways of knowing are shared by a
caring grandfather; children learn and encounter the world by those who have come
before. As Saljo (1998) points out,

We do not encounter the world as it exists in any neutral or objective sense outside
the realm of human experience.... [T]he world is pre-interpreted for us by previous
generations and we draw on the experiences that others have had before us. (p. 55)

As mentioned previously, Indigenous people have a long history of hunting and trapping.
This knowledge has been passed down from generation to generation and now is passed
down again as the grandfather carefully and thoughtfully demonstrates this traditional way
of life to his grandson and his classmates as they observe the task taking place in front of
them.

Unfortunately, it has been common practice in educational institutions to view and
dismiss the funds of knowledge of families from diverse backgrounds as low-status, not
valid, or common-sense and thus not worthy of being integrated into curriculum and
pedagogy (Oughton, 2010). This deficit perspective often accompanies the expectation that
families must learn the dominant culture in order to be academically successful. Even when
diversity is recognized in schools and early childhood centers, culture is often reduced to
compensatory, fragmented programs that focus on the aforementioned “Fs” (food, folklore,
festivals and fashion) highlighting the differences between cultures rather than an
understanding of them (Gonzalez et al., 1993; Meyer & Rhoades, 2006). In this way,
culture is viewed as static and normative, rather than dynamic and diverse (Amanti, 2005).
Such practices call into question whose knowledge “counts,” highlighting the systematic
exclusion of local families, students, and community members from decisions about what
matters most in cultural representations.

Although changing the beliefs and practices of schools and teachers from a deficit
to a credit-based view of families’ diverse funds of knowledge and experiences has been a
recent focus of pedagogy with shifts towards culturally responsive teaching and
multicultural education, there is still much work to be done in actualization. Teachers may
wholeheartedly embrace the inclusion of expertise by inviting families and other
community members to visit their classroom; however, many Indigenous families may
approach these invitations with caution, their concerns grounded in the historical narrative
of the systematic denigration of Indigenous knowledge and culture practices of residential
schools (Hare, 2012). By building bridges across the community, schools may form very
comfortable relationships with parents, children, and community members. Inclusion of
community members then may not always be planned but may happen spontaneously as
the opportunity arises.
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The marten skinning demonstration and modeling and the children’s participation
in the activity offers a window into possibilities for including, exploring, and understanding
a worldview that is not taught in schools. In this context, the early childhood classroom is
a place in which family members are welcomed and cultural knowledge is shared and
valued. The marten skinning afforded a moment in time in which teaching was based on
Aboriginal ways of knowing and enhanced the learning opportunities for Indigenous and
non-Indigenous educators and learners.

To further these opportunities for young children, provocations such as this become
catalysts for culturally appropriate play, and can push the boundaries of mainstream play
practices typically found in early learning settings. For example, to extend the marten
skinning demonstration, children could be provided with dried pelts and skins from local
trappings (e.g., rabbits, beavers) in addition to culturally appropriate tools for the children
to touch and manipulate. Teachers could also plan follow-up activities or scenarios to
demonstrations and modelling like the example we described in the video, which may
encourage children to take-up activities such as hunting and trapping, preparing furs, and
so forth in their play. These kinds of activities not only respect families’ cultural knowledge
but also honor children’s abilities to take on new responsibilities.

With decades of school education, many Indigenous people have been removed
from the land and its teachings, and from their cultural funds of knowledge. The marten
demonstration serves as a starting place for a continuation of content and a re-connection
to the land. There is also a need to take the classroom outside where children can engage
in authentic experiences such as hanging traps, participating in fishing and hunting, picking
plants or berries, or gathering and preparing traditional foods.

Cajete (1994) speaks of Indigenous tracking which is a “highly evolved survival
skill based on direct and person experience with Nature” (p. 56). He states that people can
use their physical environments as ground for their teaching, learning and spiritual
tempering. He further explains,

Indigenous complexes of hunting throughout the world followed a pattern that,
while finding a diversity of expressions, included basic component processes ...
first setting one’s intentions through prayerful asking. Second,...intense questions
and application of skill and attractive behavior toward the goal of a successful hunt.
Third,...includes the community process of respectful treatment of the prey,
celebrating and thanksgiving.... The Hunter and his community entered a spiritual
exchange, a creative process of learning and teaching that has formed the
foundation of human meaning since the dawn of history. (p. 63)

Cajete continues, “Moderns no longer experience a daily and direct relationship with
animals.... To truly understand animals, is also to truly understand others” (p. 64). As we
reflect upon the marten skinning demonstration and the words of Elder Anne Wilson (as
communicated through our co-author Laura Horton) and Cajete, we can imagine how to
extend a demonstration into a richer experience for the children and involve the
community. Creating an environment in which children can play hunting and trapping,
taking on the identities of members of their community in the school playground, is a
meaningful way to connect community and school, for children to listen and talk, and to
participate in experiences that are authentic. Community members could also be asked to
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imagine and help create spaces where children could construct their own understandings
of the hunt, the traps, the skinning, and preparing food on the land. By encouraging children
to bring their family and community funds of knowledge into the classroom and onto the
playground, children's oral language is extended to what they know, and in this way, school
can become much less foreign. Those who deliberated over the contents of Treaty #3 would
be pleased. The Head Spokespeople ensured education was included, education that was
directed both ways (e.g., Anishinaabe would learn mainstream ways and the mainstream
would learn Anishinaabe ways). Funds of knowledge is a platform to bring this concept to
a place of respect and dignity.
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