
CEDAR: TREE OF LIFE
Education Program Teacher’s Notes | Grades 3–5

Museum of Anthropology at UBC
A place of world arts + cultures
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Museum of Anthropology at UBC
A place of world arts + cultures September 2021

PLANNING YOUR VISIT

Outside, on the grounds of the Museum of Anthropology at 
UBC. Photo by Cory Dawson.

Booking Information
• Booking information, including details 

about rates and directions, can be 
found at https://moa.ubc.ca/school-
programs. 

Prepare for your visit
• These Teacher’s Notes include 

a program outline, curriculum 
connections, resources and activities.

• Review and circulate the guidelines for 
supervising adults (page 5).

Notes
• This program is led by trained Volunteer 

Associates (VAs).  A Volunteer 
Associate will meet you in the lobby. 

• Upon arrival, please check in with 
the Admissions desk and make 
arrangements for payment.

• Supervising adults and First Nations 
students receive free admission.

• The program does not include a full 
tour of the Museum, so we welcome 
you to extend your visit to explore the 
Museum.
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During this program, students are introduced to the many ways in which the cedar tree 
has been–and continues to be–an important resource to the First Nations of the Northwest 
Coast (NWC). Students will examine a variety of belongings created from the trunk, bark, and 
roots of the cedar tree, as well as the tools and technologies used to make them. Through 
understanding the depth of knowledge required to create tools and belongings from cedar, 
students will develop a greater respect for NWC cultures.

MOA Program Goals
• Develop an understanding and respect for the diversity of First Nations cultures, 

histories and traditional Indigenous knowledge. 

• Develop an awareness and respect for the central role that the cedar has played, 
and continues to play, in NWC cultures. 

• Recognize the ongoing importance of lifelong learning. 

• Introduce the importance of Indigenous relationships to the land, the community and 
ancestral connections.

MOA Program Objectives
• Develop students’ capacity to holistically look, listen, reflect and report on findings.

• Introduce the concept of learning about cultures through their histories and 
belongings. 

• Recognize the ongoing importance of NWC and Indigenous traditions, stories, 
cultural activities, knowledge, and belongings. 

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION
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Meet and Greet
The class will be greeted in the Museum lobby by Education Volunteer Associates 
(VAs) for a brief introduction to the program and activities. Students will then have the 
opportunity to identify and observe the characteristics of a living cedar tree before 
proceeding into the museum galleries. 

Gallery Tour
Students will see a range of NWC cedar belongings including Musqueam house boards, 
NWC bentwood boxes, and a canoe carved by Haida artist Bill Reid. The tour encourages 
students to begin their inquiry by looking at the belongings on display. During the tour, 
students will be divided into two groups and introduced to various belongings. They 
are then asked to look closely at these belongings and suggest their material, means of 
production, and use..

Hands-on Activity with the Teaching Collection
The class will be split into four groups: Cedar Bark Group (Blue), Haida House Group 
(Red), Bentwood Box Group (Yellow), and Canoe Group (Black).

Each group will examine and learn about different cultural belongings. Students will have 
the opportunity to handle and examine the belongings in the MOA teaching collection. 
Each group is asked to identify their group of belongings, to recall information from the 
tour, to answer a series of problem-solving questions and then share their learning with 
the class. Through close observation, inquiry, and visual aids, the students will learn about 
the historical and contemporary relevance of cedar to NWC First Nations.

Drawing Activity and Wrap-up
After learning from the cultural belongings, students will use their observational skills 
in a drawing activity. This activity requires students to closely and carefully analyze 
belongings. The program concludes with a review of the key themes. Students are 
encouraged to share their new knowledge with others. Teachers, students, and 
supervising adults are encouraged to extend their visit and enjoy the Museum galleries 
after the program concludes.

PROGRAM OUTLINE
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WELCOME TO MOA
Please share these guidelines with all adults who will be supervising students on their field trip 
to the Museum of Anthropology.

All supervising adults are responsible for the conduct of their group throughout their visit to 
MOA, including visiting the galleries, MOA Shop, and outside grounds. Supervising adults must 
remain with the group at all times.  

• Please respect all visitors. Please moderate voice levels.  

• Please assist with student needs, such as taking students to the washroom.  

• NO running, jumping, or shouting.  

• Some objects at the Museum are touchable (look for “Touch Gently” signs). All others are 
not to be touched. 

• Food, drinks, and gum are not permitted inside the galleries (including water bottles).  

• Pencils and pencil crayons can be used. Oil, acrylic, pens, and felt pens are not permitted 
anywhere in the galleries.

• When outdoors, please ensure that students respect the shell and pebble beach at MOA. 
Students are not to pick up or throw rocks or other items into the pond.

• Cellphones, cameras, iPods, and other electronic devices are not permitted during school 
programs. Photographs are encouraged after the programs.

In case of a medical emergency: notify Museum security staff, who are all trained in First Aid. 

Storage Facilities: Storage for schools is located on the ramp to the right of the Admissions 
desk. MOA is not responsible for lost or stolen items placed in bins.   

Lunch Facilities: The Haida House is available for groups who pre-book. Others are welcome to 
picnic on the grounds or at other campus locations. 

Guidelines for Supervising Adults
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Lead your class through some of the following activities before or after your participation 
in the Cedar: The Tree of Life program.

Questions to Stimulate Discussion
• What do museums do?

• What is a museum of anthropology and how is it different from other kinds of 
museums?

• Why do museums have the belongings and artworks they have?

• What can we learn about people through studying cultural belongings?

Introduce Your Students to the Northwest Coast
Use the First Nations Map (page 11) or the interactive map available at                        
https://native-land.ca/ to show your students the Haida, Musqueam, and Kwakwaka’wakw 
territories.

Explore the Idea of Cedar as the “Tree of Life”
The cedar tree is known as the “Tree of Life” among NWC First Nations people because 
of all that it can provide throughout a person’s life. Ask students to discuss belongings 
that are important to them and why they are important. Students can discuss why the 
cedar tree might be so important to Northwest Coast First Nations, and brainstorm or 
reflect about what kind of uses they can imagine for the cedar tree. 

Comparing Historical and Contemporary Methods
Many of the belongings and works in the program, such as canoes, bentwood boxes, 
and the Haida House, are still made and used by First Nations’ communities today. 
Contemporary artists apply new methods alongside traditional practices to create these 
works. Students may discuss, compare, and contrast the use of new and traditional 
methods of production used by First Nations artists today. How are objects made today? 
How are they used? How does this differ from the past?

IN-CLASS ACTIVITIES
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Children’s Books
The list of books provided here will help students understand some of the concepts addressed 
in the Cedar: Tree of Life program. 

All About the Cedar Tree

The Cedar Tree, by Celestine 
Aleck

The Old Cedar Tree, by Brenda 
Boreham

Cloudwalker, by Roy Henry 
Vickers and Robert Budd

People of Salmon and Cedar, by 
Ron Hirschi

Environmental Stewardship

The Tree in the Ancient Forest, 
by Carol Reed-Jones

Keepers of the Earth, by Joseph 
Bruchac

Solomon’s Tree, by Andrea 
Spalding

Little Water and the Gift of the 
Animals, by C.J. Taylor

Websites
• Voices of the Canoe: http://www2.moa.ubc.ca/voicesofthecanoe 

• Bill Reid Gallery of Northwest Coast Art: https://www.billreidgallery.ca/

USEFUL RESOURCES 
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The pursuit of  
valuable natural 

resources has played 
a key role in changing 
the land, people, and 

communities of  
Canada.

BC CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS
Social Studies 3

BIG IDEAS

Learning about 
Indigenous peoples 

nurtures multicultural 
awareness and respect 

for diversity.

People from diverse 
cultures and societies 
share some common 

experiences and 
aspects of life.

Indigenous knowledge 
is passed down through 
oral history, traditions, 
and collective memory.

Indigenous societies 
throughout the world 

value the well-being of 
the self, the land, spirits, 

and ancestors.

CONTENT  

Social Studies 4

BIG IDEAS CONTENT

• The history of the local 
community and of local First 
Peoples’ communities.

• Physiographic features 
and natural resources of 
Canada.

• Cultural characteristics and ways of life of local First Peoples and global Indigenous peoples.
• Aspects of life which are shared in common between peoples and cultures.
• Interconnections of cultural and technical innovations of global and local Indigenous peoples.
• Oral history, traditional stories, and artifacts as evidence about First Peoples’ cultures. 
• Relationship between humans and their environment.

Social Studies 5

BIG IDEAS CONTENT

Natural resources 
continue to shape the 
economy and identity 
of different regions of 

Canada.

• Resources and 
economic development 
in different regions of 
Canada.

• First Peoples’ land 
ownership and use.
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Awl Awls are small, pointed tools used to pierce materials or carve fine 
details.

Adze The adze is a cutting tool with a blade used in carving. It can also help 
smooth a wooden surface. Different sized and shaped adzes are used in 
carving canoes, poles and boxes.

Bentwood box The sides of bentwood boxes are made using a single long plank of 
cedar. Grooves are cut very precisely into the wood. The wood is then 
heated, steamed, and bent along these grooves into the shape of the box. 
Decorative boxes were traditionally used to hold belongings marking rank 
and prestige. Basic boxes were used for everyday uses, and could be 
made watertight.

Canoes Cedar canoes are carved out of a single section of a cedar tree’s trunk.

Haida House The Museum of Anthropology is home to a Haida House on the Museum’s 
grounds. This type of traditional dwelling is made from split planks of 
cedar and are now often used to host ceremonies.

House Post Some First Nations, like the Musqueam, are not known for carving poles. 
Instead, they carve decorative house posts that traditionally were part of 
the interior structure of a house. House posts tell stories about ancestry, 
history, spirituality and values.

Kerfs Kerfs are the precisely measured grooves scored into a wooden plank 
before it is transformed into a bentwood box.

Plank Splitting Tree trunks are split into planks using wedges. This is done after a tree is 
felled using a chainsaw or axe. 

Pole Poles are carved by Northwest Coast carvers from tree trunks (typically 
Western red cedar). The figures and images on the poles have special 
meanings. While some poles tell narratives, others feature ancestors, 
family crests, and other images of spiritual importance.

Pole Raising Communities come together to raise completed poles at pole raising 
ceremonies. First, a hole is dug in which the pole will be nested. Next, 
community members (sometimes up to 100) carry the pole to the site 
where it will be raised. After positioning one end of the pole in the hole, 
everyone collectively pulls it up using ropes. The ceremony usually 
includes speeches, drumming, singing, and dancing.

GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS
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Stripping the Bark Inner cedar bark is stripped from cedar trees in the spring. Only one strip 
is taken from a tree, ensuring the tree’s ongoing health.  

Weaving Northwest Coast peoples weave many objects using cedar bark, 
including baskets, hats, and regalia. Cedar bark is also used in some 
woven fabric garments such as Chilkat weavings.

GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS
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