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A series of elementary level thematic units 

featuring Haida language, culture and history 

were developed in  Ketchikan and Hydaburg, 

Alaska in 2004-6. The project  was funded by 

the U.S. Department of Education, Haida Lan-

guage Immersion Program - Boosting Academic 

Achievement grant #S356A030046, awarded to 

the Sealaska Heritage Institute.

Lessons and units were written by a team 

including Jordan Lachler, project director 

and linguist specializing in documenting and 

revitalizing Native American languages. Lachler 

heads up the local field office of the Sealaska 
Heritage Institute in Ketchikan. Cherilyn Holter 

(T’áaw Kúns) grew up in Hydaburg, raised by 

her grandparents, Willis and Hazel Bell and has 

worked with the remaining fluent Haida Elders 
for years.  She taught the Haida language 

to students since returning to Hydaburg in 

1990.  Linda Schrack (Skíl Jáadei) grew up in 

Ketchikan, spending a great deal of time with 

her grandparents, Robert and Nora Cogo.  She 

worked for many years in the field of early child-

hood education, and is an accomplished Native 

artist and traditional Haida dance group leader.  

Julie Folta, a cultural curriculum specialist with 

years of experience developing and teaching 

thematic, child-centered curriculum in rural 

Alaska also contributed to lessons and Annie 

Calkins edited final drafts of the units.

All units are available online at: 

www.sealaskaheritage.org.

Grade Levels K-2

Haida Cultural Significance
For hundreds of years, the ocean and the forest have provided life sustaining resources 

for the Haida people of Southeast Alaska.  Using red and yellow cedar trees they made 

their homes, canoes, clothing, tools, dishes, baskets and monument poles.  Today, Haida 

people continue these traditions, holding deep respect for the cedar and the gifts that it 

provides to sustain and enrich peoples’ lives.

Elde r/ Culture  Be a re r 
An Elder or Culture Bearer will accompany the students in the forest, using traditional 

words to address a cedar tree, telling what it is needed for and thanking it for its use.  An 

Elder or Culture Bearer could also be the storyteller for the Haida story about a wood-

pecker.

Ove rvie w
In lesson #1, Let’s Learn about Cedar Trees, students accompany an Elder or Culture 

Bearer on a walk into the forest to look for a cedar tree.  Students can hear an Elder use 

the traditional words to address the tree, telling how it will be used in the classroom and 

thanking it for its use.  The needles, bark and cones will be part of a classroom Forest 

Center, the focal point for continuing lessons in this unit and others relating to the trees 

of Southeast Alaska (spruce, hemlock, alder/cottonwood) Students learn the names for 

parts of a cedar tree by using a “Feely Box” to touch and identify them.  Word cards for 

these parts will be placed on a tree model in the Forest Center.

In Lesson #2, Let’s Gather Cedar Bark, students interview an Elder to learn how cedar 

bark is gathered.  They make a field trip to observe the gathering of cedar bark. When 
they return to the classroom they weave a paper bag basket or a paper mat.

In Lesson #3, Let’s Learn about Weaving, students learn about traditional weaving from 

a visiting weaver and practice weaving with paper.

In Lesson #4, Here is our Forest, students create a mural to illustrate the components of 

a forest ecosystem.

In Lesson #5, Trees Make Containers, students make a model of a traditional bentwood 

box and decorate it with clan symbols.
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Ala ska  Sta te  Sta nda rds
English/Language Arts

A5) Revise, edit, and publishown writing, as appropriate.

E1) Use information, both oral and written, and literature to understand self and others.

Mathematics

E2) Use math in daily life.

Science

A12) Distinguish patterns of similarity and differences in the living world in order to understand 

the diversity of life.

B1) Use the processes of science including observing, classifying, measuring, interpreting 

data, inferring, communicating, hypothesizing, predicting, and experimenting.

Art

B1) Recognize Alaska Native cultures and their art.

Cultural Standards

D1) Acquire in-depth cultural knowledge through active participation and meaningful interaction 

with Elders.

E1) Recognize and build upon the inter-relationships that exist among the spiritual, natural and 

human realms in the world around them.

E2) Understand the ecology and geography of the bioregion they inhabit.

Le sson #1 

Le t’s Le a rn About Ce da r Tre e s

Obje c tive s

Students:
• Learn the names for the parts of a tree in Haida and English

• Practice the traditional words for addressing and thanking a cedar tree 

Time

60 minutes

Ma te ria ls
• Feely Box (see instructions for making in Resources)

• Word cards for tree parts in Haida and English

• Tree model pattern for the Forest Center
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Gently bend the kerfs and put the dovetailed joints together by pounding with a fist. Square the 

ner. Put them in a specified place to dry over night.  

Ha ida  Voc a bula ry

giid, giidáay (the) red cedar bark

sñ’aa, sñ’a’áay (the) evergreen needle

sk’áluj rough outer bark

stl’áas k’ámaal, stl’áas k’ámalaay (the) evergreen cone

tláas, tláajaay (the) branch

 

Ha ida  Phra se s

Giidáay hl díig isdáa. Give me the cedar bark.

Gíisd uu sñ’a’áay da’áang? Who has the evergreen needle?

Dáa gw sk’áluj ñíng us? Do you see the outer bark?

Stl’áas k’ámalaay hl k’wáayandaa. Count the evergreen cones.

Tl’áan uu tláajaay íijang? Where is the branch?

Ac tivity #1

Let’s find a cedar tree

Walk with an Elder or Culture Bearer to a nearby forest area to find a cedar tree.  Ask the Elder 
to use the traditional words for addressing the tree, telling the tree what is needed and how it 

will be used by the students. (needles, bark, cones for learning about the tree).  Ask the Elder 

to teach the students the traditional Haida words to thank the tree for its parts.

 

Ac tivity #2

Gue ss the  tre e  pa rt

Teacher preparation

Using the pattern from the Resources, make a Feely Box with a cardboard box to use in your 

classroom.  Make a tree model from the pattern (see Resources) to display the word cards.

Activity

When you return to the meeting area in your classroom, as children are putting away their 

coats and gathering around you, put the needles into the Feely Box.  Ask one child to feel 

(without looking) and identify the tree part.  Show the children the picture/word cards in English 

and Haida.  Take the needles out and place them next to the card.  Do the same for each of 

the other tree parts.  When you have finished, put the picture/word cards in their matching 
places on the tree model in the classroom Forest Center.

Asse ssme nt
Observe students for signs of respectful behavior while listening to an Elder address and thank 

a tree in the traditional way.

Observe student participation as they identify the parts of a cedar tree and practice the names 

in English and Haida.  Record their language mastery on a simple checklist.
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Re fe re nc e  Ma te ria ls a nd We bsite s
• Cedar, by Hilary Stewart, University of Washington Press, 1995, ISBN 0295974486

• Queen Charlotte Island Readers: The Weavers, http://www.educ.ubc.ca/first.html

Optiona l Exte nsion Ac tivitie s
Continue using the Forest Center throughout this unit, adding student artwork, photographs, 

games, historical photographs of cedar trees used by Southeast carvers etc.

Le sson #2 

Le t’s Ga the r Ce da r Ba rk

Obje c tive s

Students:
• Learn how to identify the inner bark layer used for weaving cedar baskets, mats and 

hats

• Learn the Haida words and phrases that pertain to cedar trees and weaving

Time

45 minutes

Ma te ria ls
• Bark Activity Pages (1 per student)

• Study prints

• Real cedar bark sample(s)

Ha ida  Voc a bula ry

ya’áats’, yaats’áay (the) knife

ñigw, ñigwáay (the) spruce root basket

lagúus, lagujáay (the) cedar mat

Ýaadas dajáangaa, Ýaadas dajáangagaay (the) spruce root hat

sgisgál, sgisgaláay (the) cedar rope
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Ha ida  Phra se s

Yaats’áay hl gya’ándaa. Use the knife.

Gatáadanaay ínggw hl ñigwáay isdáa. Put the spruce root basket on the table.

Lagúus t’aláng ýáy ts’an. Let’s weave a cedar mat.

Dáa gw Ýaadas dajáangaa da’áa us? Do you own a spruce root hat?

Gíisd uu sgisgaláay tlaawhláayaa? Who made the cedar rope?

Ac tivity #1

Wha t’s unde r the  ba rk?
Using the tree layers activity pages (see Resources) teach students the names of parts of a cedar tree: 

heartwood, inner bark and outer bark. Use English and Haida words to label each part.  Explain to students 

that the inner bark is the layer used by Haida and some Haida people for weaving mats, hats, baskets and 

for making rope. Show them how they can count the number of rings on the heartwood to figure out how old 
a tree is.

Show your students some real cedar bark.  Let them feel it and smell it.  Let them know that you will all go to 

the forest to help gather cedar bark.

Asse ssme nt
Do students understand that trees have several layers under the bark?  Can they tell which layer produces 

the cedar bark that is used for weaving?  Record the language used and learned on a student checklist.

Re sourc e s inc lude d with this le sson
Tree cookie pattern

Bark Activity pages 

Le sson #3 

Le t’s Le a rn a bout We a ving

Obje c tive s

Students:
• Acquire knowledge about the importance of trade between the Haida and Tlingit people

• Learn the importance of cedar bark in making items for containers and clothing

• Learn new Haida words and phrases

Time

60 minutes
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Ma te ria ls
• Study Prints of cedar containers

• Brown paper lunch bags

• Brown construction paper strips for weaving

• Brown construction paper for mats

• Scissors

• Sample or photograph of a cedar bark basket

• Sample or photograph of a cedar bark mat

Ha ida  Voc a bula ry 

çud, çudáay (the) box

dajáng, dajangáay (the) hat

tlúu, tluwáay (the) canoe

ýáy to weave

Ha ida  Phra se s

Çudáay iig hl stl’ajúu. Point to the box.

Dajangáay hl díi ñíndaa. Show me the hat.

Tluwáay t’aláng ñíng ts’an. Let’s look at the canoe.

Gin hl ýáy! Weave something!

Ac tivity #1

Exploring  prints a nd a rtifa c ts ma de  from c e da r

Invite an Elder, Culture Bearer, or parent to visit your classroom.  Ask them to bring items they 

own, made from cedar bark. If this is not possible,  arrange to visit a local museum to observe 

cedar artifacts on display. Have students look at the study prints (see resources) and talk 

about what they see. Record any questions that students may have about how things were/are 

made, and use those questions with the Elder and/or museum staff when they talk to students.

Ac tivity #2

Tra de  be twe e n Ha ida s a nd Tling its

Invite an Elder or Culture Bearer to tell students about the trade that took/takes place between 

Haidas and Tlingits. Ask him/her to talk specifically about cedar trees, bark and items made 
from cedar.  Explain to the children that geographically there are very few cedar trees that grow 

naturally in northern Southeast Alaska.  The Tlingits have to travel to the south to obtain parts 

of the valuable cedar tree. 

Ac tivity #3

Le a rning  a bout we a ving  

Invite a local weaver to come in to class demonstrate and describe weaving. Try to record the 

visit with photographs to add to the Forest Center.  Ask students to generate any questions 

they may have about the weaving process and direct them to the visiting weaver. With help 

from a weaver, parent or an instructional assistant, set up two weaving locations in your class-

room, one for baskets and one for mats. 

or an assistant ready to help in each location.   Kindergarten and first grade students will need 
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Haidas and Tlingits. Ask him/her to talk specifically about cedar trees, bark and items made 

Show students a cedar bark basket and a cedar bark mat.  (Use pictures if you don’t have 

access to real items.)  Talk with the class about the weaving process, using the words over, 

under, over, under.  

Demonstrate with a paper mat how weaving is done with paper. Have older students, a parent 

or an assistant ready to help in each location.   Kindergarten and first grade students will need 
more help weaving than the second grade students.

Weaving a paper bag basket:

Cut 1-inch vertical slits (see resources) before beginning to weave.  You may need to help the 

children do this. 
1. Fold the top of the bag over 2 times to make it begin to take a basket shape.   

2.   Demonstrate going over and under, through the slits with one strip, helping   students 
with the next strip.  

3. The third strip can be woven independently while you watch. Give directions again as 
students need assistance and reminders 

4. Continue until the slits have all been woven with strips.

Weaving a mat:

Cut 1-inch vertical slits (see resources) before beginning to weave.  You will need to do this 

part for most of your students.  Have weaving strips already cut.  

       1.  Demonstrate how to go over and under, over and under through the slits.  

      2.  Help  students with the next strip.  

      3.  Most children will be able to do the third strip independently.  Sometimes they   
           “jump the fence”, making the strip skip a slit.  Older children who catch on quickly                                

           can help younger children. 
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Asse ssme nt
Observe students as they interact with Elder/Culture Bearer.

Check to see if each student is able to complete a weaving activity, working cooperatively with 

other children who are at the center at the same time.

Write a thank you letter to the guest weaver, noting what the class learned from him/her about 

the process of weaving as a way to check for understanding.

Optiona l Exte nsion Ac tivitie s
Gather a collection of cedar bark woven hats, basket, and mats from parents, family members, 

other teachers to display in the Forest Center. Ask children to tell or write stories about what 

the items on display might be used for.

Le sson #4 

He re  is Our Fore st

Obje c tive s

Students:
• Demonstrate knowledge of the elements of sun, water, soil, plants, birds and animals 

that are part of the forest ecosystem.

• Learn Haida names for these elements

Time

20 minute sessions with each small group of students over a period of several days

Ma te ria ls
• Large sheet of butcher paper (large enough to mount on a classroom wall)

• Paints, crayons, markers, scissors

• Glue or paste

Ha ida  Voc a bula ry

juuyáay the sun

çándl, çándlaay (the) water

ñíid, ñíidaay (the) tree

ts’áak’, ts’áak’aay (the) eagle

yáahl, yáalaay (the) raven

Ha ida  Phra se s

Juuyáayg hl ñ’áalang níijang. Draw the sun.

Çándlg hl ñ’áalang níijang. Draw some water.

Ñíidg hl ñ’áalang níijang. Draw a tree.

Ts’áak’g hl ñ’áalang níijang. Draw an eagle.

Yáahlg hl ñ’áalang níijang. Draw a raven.

for making rope. Show them how they can count the number of rings on the heartwood to figure out how old 
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, http://www.educ.ubc.ca/first.html

Ac tivity #1

Le t’s ma ke  a  mura l

Ask students to help you list things they have seen in the forest. (trees, rocks, plants, squirrels, 

birds, eagles, ravens, crows, a stream, the sky, insects, sun, rain, soil,  etc.)   Write them on a 

big sheet of paper during your discussion. Help students understand that these parts of a for-

est make up a forest ecosystem.

Showing students the list, invite them to help make a big picture – a mural - of the forest 

ecosystem.  Ask children to sign their names on the class list to show what forest element they 

would like to illustrate.  Encourage pairs of students to work together.  Try to have many forest 

parts represented.

There are several ways students can make a mural:

Each child can make a drawing with crayons or markers, cut it out and glue it to a part of the 

mural; or

Some large parts of the mural can be painted with water color paints or tempra, providing a 

background for the smaller, individual illustrations.  Brainstorm with your students, offering pos-

sibilities for them to make a plan for their mural.

Schedule 20 minute sessions for groups of painters to work on their part of the mural over a 

period of several days.

Ac tivity #2

Sha ring  the  fore st mura l

Invite another class or parents to visit your classroom, or the hallway outside, to see the mural 

display.  Invite students to tell which parts they worked on, giving information about that par-

ticular element, what it does for the forest ecosystem. Have students answer questions from 

the guests.

Asse ssme nt
Observe and note knowledge portrayed visually in the mural and in the responses students 

give to questions raised.

Le sson #5 

Tre e s Ma ke  Conta ine rs 

Obje c tive s

Students:
• Learn about traditional ways of showing respect to living things in the forest

• Learn the steps for making a bentwood box and apply that knowledge by constructing 

their own bentwood boxes

Time

45 minutes/ day for two consecutive days
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Ma te ria ls
• Paper Bentwood Box Pattern or Beeway sections, 1 per student

• Tub of warm water

• Pictures of bentwood boxes or actual boxes

• Glue

• How to Make Bentwood Boxes Booklet, 1 per student

• Cardboard squares or cedar squares to make a box bottom

• Red Paint or Stamps clan design stencils and markers

Ha ida  Voc a bula ry

táwt’, táwt’aay (the) bentwood box

ñ’aw, ñ’awáay (the) plank

ýut’áa, ýut’agáay (the) adze

tl’úu, tl’uwáay (the) wedge

 

Ha ida  Phra se s

Táwt’ t’aláng tlaawhláa ts’an. Let’s make a bentwood box.

Tl’áan uu ñ’awáay íijang? Where is the plank?

Ýut’áa Hl gya’ándaang. I am using an adze.

Tl’úu gw dáng da’áa us? Do you have a wedge?

Ac tivity #1

Le a rning  a bout be ntwood boxe s

Gather the class around you and describe the construction a bentwood box. Explain how people 

in Southeast used these boxes as containers. Ask them what might be carried in such a container. 

Show pictures of boxes or bring in actual boxes. Explain to the students that the Haida way of 

thinking is that all things have a spirit. We need to respect that spirit. The wood from the tree that 

makes bentwood boxes has a spirit. If we respect that spirit, the object we are making with the 

wood will be made successfully.

Read the Bentwood Box book to the class. Let students know that they will be making a model of 

a bentwood box. Disseminate one beeway plank to each student, along with a mini bentwood box 

book. Explain to the students that they will carefully bend their box at the kerfs. Remind them that 

they need to be respectful – Don’t be forceful. 

Gently bend the kerfs and put the dovetailed joints together by pounding with a fist. Square the 
box by bending the box a little more. Tell students to use a pencil to write their names in the cor-

ner. Put them in a specified place to dry over night.  

Let’s find a cedar tree

Walk with an Elder or Culture Bearer to a nearby forest area to find a cedar tree.  Ask the Elder 

the other tree parts.  When you have finished, put the picture/word cards in their matching 
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Ac tivity #2

Finishing  be ntwood boxe s

Teacher preparation

Prior to class use the moiety and clan designs in the resources to make templates or use com-

pressed sponges to make stamps to add designs to the bentwood boxes.

Activity

Discuss Haida social structure with the class.  The Haida society is a matrilineal one - you follow 

your mother’s line. Haidas are divided in two moieties - Raven and Eagle.  Moiety means divided 

in half. In addition, you are a member of a clan. Your clan or your family is represented by a clan 

name and one or more clan designs. Some clans have the same or similar crest designs. Some 

clans have more than one design.

The outer corners of utility boxes are painted red.  Boxes that were used for trade or ceremonial 

purposes were carved or painted with clan and moiety designs.  

Students can complete their boxes by either painting the corners red or using sponges or stampls 

with clan or moiety designs.

Students can choose a moiety design and an appropriate clan design to decorate their bentwood 

boxes. 
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Asse ssme nt
Make a visual check to determine if the students complete the project successfully. Ask each 

student to name of the moiety and clan design on his/her box.

Re fe re nc e  Ma te ria ls a nd We bsite s
The Bentwood Box: An Activity Book, by Nan McNutt, ISBN 0-9614534-7-8

Beeway section boxes, http://www.kelleybees.com, Walter T. Kelley Company, 807 West Main 

Street; Clarkson, Kentucky, 42726-0240.
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