The Values that Guide:
Honesty in Aboriginal Head Start Programs

This is the fourth article in a series focusing on Aboriginal Head Start Association
of BC (AHSBC) ways of being and knowing, guided by the Seven Sacred
Teachings of love, courage, truth, honesty, respect, humility, and wisdom.

Odette Auger

programs, honesty is not under-

stood simply as telling the truth;
it is lived through how educators
carry themselves in relationship
with children, families, and one
another. It shows up in everyday
interactions; in how feelings are
named, how difficult moments
are approached, and how space
is created for children to express
themselves without fear or shame.
While truth speaks to what is spo-
ken, honesty is reflected in how we
move through the day—how we
listen, respond, and remain open.

I n Aboriginal Head Start (AHS)

Anishinaabemowin etymology
offers further insight into this dis-
tinction. Debwewin (truth) means
“voice that carries far enough”—
when words are spoken from the
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heart, they will land. Gwekwaadzi-
win (honesty) derived from the
words gwayak (correctly/straightly)
and aadizi (he or she lives), speaks
to living in a way that is aligned

“Honesty is something that’s

quite hard to achieve. It's a
delicate balance. Sometimes
we're used to being nice,
but to really walk the talk
takes something deeper.”

—Elder Dena Carroll

Elder Dena Carroll (Chippewas of Nawash), HSABC Elders’ Advisory Circle member

with carrying oneself with integ-
rity in everyday life. Honesty is
represented by the raven (accepting
oneself) or the sabe/giant (living
truthfully), which are both teach-

The Aboriginal Head Start Asso-
ciation of BC (AHSABC) Policies
and Procedures Guide reflects
this understanding of honesty:
“We communicate and relate
with each other authentically. We
engage with each other in a way
that fosters cultural safety, and
we support each other in being
vulnerable and honest about our
beliefs, experiences, feelings, and
perspectives.”
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Saleea Inkster (Tahltan) Dease Lake AHS.

ings that remind us that honesty
is not only spoken, but embodied.

Across AHS programs, educators
model this in ways that are both
intentional and intuitive, creating
environments where children learn
that their voices matter and that
they are safe to be fully themselves.

Elder Dena Carroll (Chippewas
of Nawash) is a member of the
AHSABC Elders’ Advisory Circle,
whose career in Indigenous policy
and programs spanned the Ministry
of Education, Ministry of Health,
and the Ministry of Children and
Family Development, describes
honesty not only as something
we say, but something we live and
model over time. “It’s about speak-
ing from your own heart and mind
in a way that shows your true values,
and modelling that. It’s about build-
ing trust and showing integrity—
walking the talk”

“Honesty is something that’s quite
hard to achieve,” explains Elder
Dena.“It’s a delicate balance. Some-
times were used to being nice, but to
really walk the talk takes something
deeper”

“Being honest is about being
transparent, and being who
you are... You show your
true reflection, and that

reflects off the children.”

—Saleea Inkster

In this way, honesty is something
that is developed and carried dif-
ferently by each person. In AHS
programs, there is no single path
to honesty. For some, it begins in
early teachings at home. For oth-
ers, it develops through reflection
or through the daily practice of
working with children and families.
However, honesty is learned and
strengthened over time through

relationships, experience, and a

willingness to keep returning to
yourself.

How We Show Up

Saleea Inkster (Tahltan, TsesK'iye
clan) is an ECE student working
at Dease Lake AHS. She describes
honesty as something deeper than
simply telling the truth; it is lived
through how we show up with
children each day. As she explains,
“being honest is about being trans-
parent, and being who you are.”
From this understanding, honesty
becomes an ongoing practice, re-
quiring educators to reflect inward
as much as they guide outward:
“be willing to keep learning about
yourself... be willing to look into
yourself” When educators carry
themselves in this way, children re-
spond in kind. Saleea observes that
“when someone is able to be them-
selves and be authentic with them,
they get to be that in return, too.
In this way, honesty is not taught
as a rule, but experienced relation-
ally—modelled, mirrored, and lived
between educator and child. “You
show your true reflection, and that
reflects off the children”

“When you're being
honest with yourself...
it comes out in how the
children respond.”

—Pamela Wellard

Pamela Wellard, Sas Natsadle AHS, Fort St John
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Munu Learning Centre AHS, Nanaimo.
Photo by Brenna Beattie, AHS advisor

Where Saleea speaks to authentic-
ity as something children mirror
back, Pamela Wellard, an ECE at
Sas Natsadle in Fort St. John, says
honesty is something children feel
immediately. In her experience,
when educators are grounded in
themselves, children respond with
trust and connection, often gravitat-
ing toward that steadiness. For Pa-
mela, this isn’t a technique or teach-
ing strategy, but a way of being; one
shaped by her own experiences and
a clear intention to offer children
what she didn’t always have. She
explains, this isn’t something you
can perform. It takes self-awareness,
because “when you're being honest
with yourself... it comes out in how
the children respond.” Honesty, in
this sense, is not about what we say,
but about consistency, presence,
and the care children recognize
without needing it explained.

Dana Gustafson (Tla’amin) is the
director of inclusion and quality at
AHSABC. She describes honesty
as something that begins with how
safe people feel in relationship.
“When I'm around people I feel

comfortable with, I share more,
she says. In program settings, that
same dynamic shapes how fami-
lies engage. “Parents are going to
have better rapport with you when
you're being yourself;” she explains.
“They might share more, like, ‘it
was a rough morning, and then
you understand the child better” In
this way, educators invite this hon-
esty from families in how educators
show up.

Knowing Yourself

Charmaine Joseph (Binche Whuten)
is an ECE assistant at Tansi AHS,
Chetwynd. Growing up with Saul-
teau-Cree culture, she speaks to
honesty as something that must be
lived, not just understood. Char-
maine says it comes down to “lead-
ing by example. .. being honest with
who you are, where you come from.”
She is clear that this doesn’t mean
having it all figured out. Instead,
it shows up in everyday moments:
being open with children, acknowl-
edging emotions, and staying aware
of what youre bringing into the
space. “That’s true authenticity...
knowing who you are, where you

come from, how you handle things,
how you carry yourself” In this
way, honesty becomes a practice
of returning to yourself, again and
again, in relationship with children.

For those who have not grown up
in environments where openness
was modelled, Dana points to the
role of mentorship and reflection
in developing that capacity. “If you
didn’t grow up that way, you learn
from others. Strong mentors around
you—watch how they interact,” she
says. “It takes self-reflection to even
notice how youre coming across.”
Honesty is not fixed—it is some-
thing that can be learned over time,
through observation, practice,and a
willingness to look inward.

Honesty in Practice

Trina Kelly (Tsmsyen, Haida) ex-
plains honesty is brought into prac-
tice through constant, open com-
munication, especially in moments
that could easily be avoided or soft-
ened. She describes it simply, “I'm
always verbally communicating.”
With children, she says, this means
naming things directly—feelings,

Honesty is about “leading
by example... being
honest with who you are,
where you come from.”

—Charmaine Joseph

Charmaine Joseph (Binche Whuten) Tansi AHS
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“Tell me if you're angry,
tell me if you're sad, if
you just want your time
alone.” Hearing those words
help children be honest

about their feelings.
—Trina Kelly

Trina Kelly (Ismsyen, Haida) Prince Rupert AHS

behaviour, or differences without
shame or deflection. She also cre-
ates space for children to do the
same, encouraging them to say how
they feel and helping them find the
words. “Tell me if youre angry, tell
me if you're sad, if you just want your
time alone” Hearing those words
help children be honest about their
feelings. What emerges is honesty
as practice built through repetition,
modelling, and trust.

Dana describes honesty with chil-
dren as grounded in direct, genuine
communication. “T just talk to kids
like they’re people,” she says. “I joke
with them, have conversations.
That's part of who I'am too.” This ap-
proach moves away from scripted or
performative ways of speaking with
children, instead meeting them as
individuals with their own thoughts,
emotions, and experiences. When
children are spoken with that kind
of genuine presence, honesty be-
comes something they recognize
and respond to, rather than some-
thing that needs to be taught.

Georgina Leppky, program man-
ager at Eagle’s Nest AHS, describes
honesty as something that also

includes acknowledging limits and
uncertainty. “It’s okay to be honest
that were struggling... it’s okay
to say we don’t know;” she says. In
practice, this can mean navigating
the balance between planning and
responding in the moment.“There’s
a fine balance of letting go of con-
trol and having control—and being
honest in that” With families, she
emphasizes that honesty builds con-
nection, particularly during difficult
times. “When there are struggles ...
be honest with them. That’s what

“It’s okay to be honest that
we're struggling. .. it’s okay
to say we don’t know.”

—Georgina Leppky

we're here to support” Honesty be-
comes not just a personal value, but
a shared space where educators and
families can meet each other with
openness and care.

Honesty in AHS programs is car-
ried through relationships, daily
practice, and self-awareness. It is
shaped through reflection, com-
munication, and a willingness to
remain accountable to ourselves
and to one another. In these spaces,
children learn that honesty is not
about perfection, but about being
real, being heard, and being sup-
ported in who they are. Over time,
that foundation—built one honest
moment at a time—that extends
beyond the classroom into families,
communities,and the ways children
come to understand themselves and
their place in the world.

Odette Auger (Sagamok Anishnaw-
bek) is a journalist, author, and
director of communications for the
Aboriginal Head Start Association of
BC. Her career began in early child-
hood education.

Georgina Leppky, Eagle’s Nest AHS, Clearwater. Photo by TylerTakesPhotos
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