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Abstract

Library & Global Context

What might it look like for public libraries to not only provide
environmental education programming in response to the ALA core
value ‘sustainability’, but to move beyond models of sustainability
and enable participants to ‘read’ the natural environment around
them? Public libraries have an opportunity to center Indigenous
Ways of Knowing and Being in a variety of contexts including
environmental education programming. Building relationships with
local Indigenous communities enables public libraries to decolonize
a variety of spaces, collections, and programs. Within
environmental education understanding and incorporating
Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Being including Relationality and
Reciprocity will provide public libraries with holistic approaches to
ecological literacy.

Introduction
What does it mean to be ecologically literate? In early 2021 I became
aware that I am functionally illiterate when it comes to the natural world
around me. I cannot ‘read’ the natural world such as the behaviours of
wild animals, the connection between plant species, or the signs in the
skies. Public libraries are invested in ensuring that our communities have
access to develop a wide range of literacies such as reading and print
literacy, numeracy, media literacy, digital literacy, and financial literacy.
Ecological literacy and environmental education is a type of literacy
being taken up by a growing number of public libraries in a variety of
ways. In 2019, the American Library Association (ALA) added
sustainability as a core value of librarianship stating that equipping
communities with information about environmental sustainability is vital
for “sustaining life on this planet” (ALA, 2019). The ALA recognized the
United National Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) as
the primary document supporting the importance of adopting
sustainability. However, as Salick and Byg (2007) note, Indigenous
Peoples have been systematically ignored in IPCC reporting, which leads
me to wonder: whose voices are included when we talk about
sustainability, environmental education, and ecological literacy in public
libraries? Through a review of the literature of current library
environmental education and sustainability practices as well as a review
of literature, interviews, and stories of Indigenous Peoples this poster
will explore the opportunity that public libraries have to include local
Indigenous Knowledges in environmental education programing and will
argues that centering Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) of
Indigenous Peoples is an important step as public libraries continue to
develop environmental education programs.
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I am a Settler-Canadian with only a vague knowledge of European
ancestry. I currently reside in Mohkinstsis or what is colonially known as
Calgary, Alberta on Treaty 7 Territory. I was born in Calgary and primarily
grew up in central Alberta in a rural community on Treaty 6 Territory,
which is now known as Rocky Mountain House. I acknowledge both my
bias as well as the privilege I carry not only as a white Settler-Canadian,
but also as a cis-gendered, heterosexual, neuronormative, able bodied
woman. I hold a Master of Arts in Children’s Literature from
Roehampton University in London, England and a Bachelor of Arts in
English from Athabasca University.

CURRENT ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION IN PUBLIC LIBRARIES
In 2019, the ALA identified sustainability as a Core Value of Librarianship
(ALA, 2019) in response to the United National Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC). Climate change poses a threat to the
livelihoods, health, and safety of the communities served by public
libraries. The International Federation of Library Associations and
Institutions (IFLA) highlighted the ways that libraries support the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) identified by the United Nations
in 2015. Libraries respond to climate change and support the SDGs in a
variety of ways. However, Indigenous voices have previously been
ignored in IPCC reporting specifically and in environmental stewardship
conversations at all levels generally. Currently, the majority of library
efforts highlight sustainable practices such as providing information
about the environment and climate change, emphasizing libraries as key
participants in the sharing economy that reduce single use of books,
creating spaces for conversations about the environment, ‘greening’
existing library buildings, and ensuring new buildings adhere to the
latest environmental standards (Beutelspacher & Meschede, 2020; CPL,
2020; Fedorowicz-Kruszewska, 2020; Pyke & Trower, 2021; Sullivan,
2018).
CENTERING INDIGENOUS VOICES IN LIBRARY PROGRAMMING
In 2015 the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada released a
report and identified 94 Calls to Action for governments, institutions,
and individuals to take up and work towards reconciliation with
Indigenous Peoples. In response, the Canadian Federation of Library
Associations (CFLA) released recommendations on how libraries across
Canada can take up these 94 Calls to Action such as building
relationships with local Indigenous communities and collaborating with
them to decolonize library spaces, collections, and programs (CFLA,
2018). Based on these recommendations public libraries have an
opportunity to center Indigenous perspectives in a variety of ways
including environmental education programming.
CENTERING INDIGENOUS VOICES IN ECOLOGICAL DISCUSSION
Globally, Indigenous Peoples make up roughly 5% of the world’s
population and protect 80% of global biodiversity (Raygorodetsky, 2018),
conserving approximately 30% of the planet, which is more than double
that of protected areas such as national parks or conservation areas,
which endeavour to protect only about 14% of the planet (Jones, 2021).
Climate change is impacting Indigenous Lands, livelihoods, and the
ability to engage in Cultural and Spiritual practices. However, Indigenous
Peoples are mindfully observing the changing climate and utilizing their
existing knowledge and new technologies to respond to those changes
(Salick & Byg, 2007). It is important that Indigenous voices are included
in environmental stewardship discussions and that their rights, upheld
by the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UNDRIP), are upheld in decision making around environmental
legislation (Deranger, 2021, Jones, 2021; Kristoff & Christianson, 2019;
Owen, 2021).
INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES: MOVING BEYOND SUSTAINABILITY
Though there are differences in perspectives across Indigenous
communities a common concept held and practiced by Indigenous
Peoples is Relationality, the idea that all living beings are kin, that we are
all related, and that we have a responsibility to be in good relationship
with all living entities (Bastien, 2004; Wall Kimmer, 2013). Wall
Kimmerer (Tippett, 2016) explains that in her Traditional language there
is no distinction between the personhood of people and the personhood
of plants and refers to plants, animals, and other natural elements as
“more-than-human kin” (Wall Kimmerer, 2013, p. 374).

Indigenous Perspectives
CONTINUED
Bastien (2004) further explains that her community, the Siksikaitsitapi,
learn to understand the knowledge, wisdom, and responsibilities of
plants, animals, and natural elements like rocks or clouds through
Ceremony making a crucial connection between the spiritual and
physical world that recognizes the reciprocal relationship between
humans and the natural world. Relationality and Reciprocity include the
idea of the Honourable Harvest which Wall Kimmerer (2013) describes
as “to take only what is given, to use it well, to be grateful for the gift,
and to reciprocate the gift (p. 21). Wall Kimmerer (Tippett, 2016) also
describes how, from an Indigenous perspective, connection to the Land
means acknowledging the Reciprocal relationship, ensuring the mutual
flourishing of both humans and more-than-human life rather than
focusing purely on sustainability for human success and longevity. Based
on these examples, Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Being approach
ecological literacy in holistic ways that broadens our potential
understanding of how environmental education might be approached
when centering Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Being in library
programming.
STORYTELLING
Bastien (2004) and Chambers (2008) note that the Blackfoot Peoples of
Southern Alberta share Traditional Ecological Knowledge through the
use of storytelling. This serves as a potential entry point for
incorporating Indigenous perspectives in library programming as
storytelling has long been a key literacy tool in public libraries and may
potentially serve as a link between environmental education that takes
place within library facilities and the Land based education that takes
valued in Blackfoot Ways of Knowing and Being (Bastien, 2004).

Recommendations for Implementation
IDEAS TO TRY IN YOUR LIBRARY
• Include picture books by Indigenous Authors especially those that
emphasize Indigenous connection to the Land such as We Are Water
Protectors by Carole Lindstrom and Michaela Grade, Sweetest Kulu by
Celina Kalluk and Alexandria Neonakis, We All Play by Julie Flett.
• Build relationships with local Indigenous communities and seek out
possibilities to engage Indigenous Elders, Knowledge Keepers, and
Storytellers to lead and guide environmental education programming
at your library.
• In ongoing relationship and consultation with local Indigenous
communities ask if there are native plant species that can be
incorporated into library landscaping when possible. These can be
incorporated into environmental education in a variety of ways.
• In consultation with local Indigenous communities you may wish to
build kits for use in programming that include Traditional herbs and
medicines.
• Include Indigenous Languages and Names whenever possible.
REMEMBER!
• Not all Indigenous communities share the same views and will have
localized knowledge. It is important to respect that localized
knowledge and become familiar with the appropriate Protocols.
• It can take time to build relationships with Indigenous communities
and build trust.
• Ensure program budgets are sufficient to adequately and fairly pay
Indigenous Experts for their Knowledges and expertise.

Conclusion
Centering the Indigenous perspectives of Relationality and Reciprocity as
well as the importance of place- based learning and storytelling in
environmental education programming in public libraries are in keeping
with recommendations in CFLA’s Truth and Reconciliation Report and
Recommendations (2018) that encourage both academic and public
libraries to decolonize spaces and programming and create welcoming
environments for Indigenous Peoples. Certainly, as CFLA suggests, there
are numerous ways in which both academic and public libraries can
engage in decolonizing and Indigenizing library spaces, programs,
services, and collections and the emphasis of this paper on the inclusion
of Indigenous perspectives of the Land and environmental education is
not intended to be reductive.
As public libraries center Indigenous perspec ves in environmental
educa on there are further areas of research to consider such as the
outcomes of these ini a ves and the assessment of environmental
educa on programs that center upon Indigenous Ways of Knowing and
Being. Addi onally, further research into environmental, place, and Land
based educa on would provide valuable informa on as public libraries
con nue to develop programming that addresses ecological literacy.
Bas en (2004) states that “seeking knowledge is a fundamental
responsibility for contribu ng to the collec ve good” (p. 2). As public
libraries seek out local Indigenous communi es, cul vate rela onships
with them, and ask for their guidance and leadership in sharing their
knowledge, collec ve learning holds numerous opportuni es. I am
reminded of Wall Kimmerer’s (2013) ques on: “Isn’t this the purpose of
educa on, to learn the nature of your own gi s and how to use them for
the good of the world?” (p. 239). Libraries have an opportunity to
support this knowledge acquisi on in holis c ways that empower
par cipants to develop both ecological literacy as well as an
understanding of how they might contribute in a variety of ways to the
collec ve good.
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