
KWAKWAKA’WAKW POTLATCH
Education Program Teacher’s Notes | Grades 3–5
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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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Students will be introduced to the sights, sounds, and ceremony of the Kwakwaka’wakw 
potlatch through cultural belongings, video, discussion, and drawing. This program develops an 
awareness of and respect for the Kwakwaka’wakw people. Students will understand that the 
potlatch has been an important part of Kwakwaka’wakw culture for thousands of years, and 
that it continues to thrive in spite of government legislations and Indian Residential Schools. 
Students will gain an understanding of the unique and distinct history of this form of cultural 
expression. 

Potlatches served —and continue to serve—important social, ceremonial, and economic 
functions within many Northwest Coast First Nations (NWC). Potlatches are held to 
commemorate important events in the lives of individuals, families, and communities. The 
transfer of family property and privileges connected with events such as births, marriages, 
and deaths must be witnessed properly. In NWC cultures, not only belongings and property, 
but names, songs, dances, and their associated stories are owned by families. The right to use 
them has to be recognized by the community as a whole.

MOA Program Goals
• Develop respect for and recognize the ongoing importance and diversity of Northwest 

Coastal Indigenous cultures, traditions, stories, cultural activities, knowledge, and 
belongings.

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

• Introduce the concept of learning about cultures through belongings, and how belongings 
represent the embedded histories and identity of those people. 

• Recognize the continuing importance of Northwest Coastal traditions. 

• Recognize the vital and complex role the potlatch continues to play in Kwakwaka’wakw 
cultural life through exposure to the key themes of transformation, ancestry, sacredness, 
oral history, and rights and privileges.

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION
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Meet and Greet
The class is greeted in the Museum lobby by an Education Volunteer Associate (VA) 
who provides a brief introduction to the program and activities. Students are shown 
the Kwakwaka’wakw territory on a First Nations of BC map, before proceeding into the 
Presentation Circle.

Introductory Video
In the Presentation Circle, Kwakwaka’wakw Chief Robert Joseph speaks to the ongoing 
significance of the Kwakwaka’wakw potlatch in a short introductory video. Students are 
introduced to the key themes of transformation and ancestry, and are then split into two groups 
for activities in the Presentation Circle and Multiversity Galleries. 

Presentation Circle Activity
During the Presentation Circle activity, students experience hands-on interaction with the 
Kwakwaka’wakw Potlatch teaching collection, which is comprised of various examples of 
headdresses, masks, and regalia. Students are divided into small groups to discuss questions 
related to the belongings, and are then given the opportunity to share their learning with the 
class.

Multiversity Galleries Activity
In the Multiversity Galleries, students look at the collection of Kwakwaka’wakw belongings in 
the Museum and are asked to draw one belonging. Once they finish drawing, they lead their 
own tour, reporting back to their peers on what they found to be most interesting about the 
belonging they drew. Throughout the tour, background information on the potlatch and the 
collection is offered by the Volunteer Associate.

Wrap-up Video
Students return to the Presentation Circle to watch a short film (The Kwakwaka’wakw 
Potlatch by Barb Cranmer) and review key themes from the program. 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 
Kwakwaka’wakw Potlatch 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?

Make Connections to Personal Celebrations
Create a project that encourages students to explore celebrations from their own and others’ 
communities, such as Christmas, Chanukah, Diwali, and Eid. What do these celebrations 
commemorate? How are they celebrated? Ask students to consider other ceremonies that mark 
important moments in their families’ lives, such as marriages, funerals, and birthdays. 

Explore Students’ Family Histories
Begin with a family tree activity. Ask the students to consider how far back they can trace their 
family. Encourage students to think about where their first ancestor may have come from.

Box of Treasures Art Project
Lead the students in a project that creates personal boxes of treasures, so that they can 
come to understand the important role of family treasures in representing their family history. 
Students can compile a collection based upon their family tree, or images and objects from 
home. Encourage students to share their Box of Treasures with their classmates. The Boxes of 
Treasures can be displayed in the classroom, like a mini-exhibit.

To learn more about the Kwakwaka’wakw people and the potlatch, visit the U’mista Cultural 
Centre’s website: http://www.umista.ca/kwakwakawakw/index.php

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 Kwakwaka’wakw Potlatch program. 

Cultural Diversity

How Are We the Same and 
Different, by Bobbie Kalman

People, by Peter Spier Same, Same but Different, by 
Jenny Sue Kostecki-Shaw

A Canadian Year: Twelve 
Months in the Life of Canada’s 

Kids, by Tania McCartney

Family, Ancestry, and Tradition

Secret of the Dance, by Andrea Spalding 
and Alfred Scow

The Canoe He Called Loo Taas, by Amanda 
Reid-Stevens

The Keeping Quilt, by Patricia Polacco

Transformation of Attitudes

Red Parka Mary, by Peter Eyvindson Six Crows, by Leo Lionni The Sandwich Swap, by Rania Al 
Abdullah

Difference, Acceptance, Transformation, and Understanding

Somewhere Today, by Shelley Moore Thomas Zero, by Kathryn Otoshi Red: A Crayon’s Story, by Michael Hall

USEFUL RESOURCES 
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Ancestry In First Nation traditions, it is very important to know your ancestors, all 
the way back to your first ancestor. The Kwakwaka’wakw people trace 
their origins to the first being who came from the supernatural realm. 

Chief A chief is a respected leader of a family, clan or community. Chiefs can be 
elected, or inherit the position. A chief has a deep understanding of their 
people’s history and culture, and is the host of a potlatch. 

Elder An elder is a highly respected person in a community or family. 
Kwakwaka’wakw elders are called upon to tell their family histories. 
Elders play an important role in planning and hosting potlatches.

Kin Kin are people who are related to you through blood lines, or marriage.

Origin Story Origin stories are also referred to as genesis or first ancestor stories. A 
Kwakwaka’wakw origin story tells how the people began and how they 
came to live in their territory. Not all origin stories are the same.

Protocol Protocols are rules and guidelines, and are an essential element of the 
potlatch. There are many rules and cultural customs that are followed 
when planning and hosting a potlatch. For example, the dances that are 
performed at a potlatch must occur in a specific order, and are danced 
only by those who have the right to do so.

Rights Names, songs, and dances are part of a family’s rights and privileges. For 
the Kwakwaka’wakw, this means that the family who owns these things 
has the privilege to use and pass them on to the next generations. It also 
means that this family has the responsibility to take care of them. For 
many years, the Canadian Government took away Indigenous people’s 
rights to participate in ceremonies like the potlatch through legislation 
and by imposing Indian Residential Schools on generations of Indigenous 
children.

Supernatural This term describes a being, place, object, or occurrence that is beyond 
what we normally understand. It can be something that is unexplainable 
by natural laws, or a being or event that exists in the spiritual realm.

Traditions Traditions are beliefs and customs that are passed down from one 
generation to the next. Traditions can be passed down through stories, 
songs, or dances.  

Transformation Transformation can be described as changes in form, appearance, 
nature, or character. We transform physically when we grow up, and 
emotionally when we have various experiences. In the potlatch, another 
kind of transformation is represented, that of the supernatural, such as 
the changing from human to animal and back. 

GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS
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Indigenous knowledge 
is passed down through 
oral history, traditions, 
and collective memory.

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 societies 
throughout the world 

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

and ancestors.

CONTENT

Social Studies 4

BIG IDEAS CONTENT

Interactions between 
First Peoples and 
Europeans lead to 

conflict and cooperation, 
which continue to shape 

Canada’s identity.

• Early contact, trade, cooperation, and conflict between First Peoples and 
European peoples.

• The impact of colonization on First Peoples’ societies in British Columbia and 
Canada.

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

Social Studies 5

BIG IDEAS CONTENT

Canada’s policies and 
treatment of minority 

peoples have negative 
and positive legacies.

• Past discriminatory government policies and actions, such as the Head Tax, the 
Komagata Maru incident, residential schools, and internments.

• Human rights legislation and responses to discrimination in Canadian society.

• First Peoples’ land ownership and use.

• 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.

• Governance and social organization in local and global Indigenous societies.

• Oral history, traditional stories, and artifacts as evidence about First Peoples’ cultures. 

• The relationship between humans and their environment.
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