
The Blanket Exercise Fourth Edition 

An experiential teaching tool for grades 4 – 12 and adults that helps 
participants understand the historic and contemporary relationship 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada. 
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Canadian Roots Exchange Facilitator Training, 2014. 
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Welcome to the KAIROS 
Blanket Exercise 

 

 
This one hour participatory workshop will help participants 

understand how colonization of the land we now know as Canada 

has impacted the people who lived here long before settlers arrived. 

Through this exercise participants will explore the nation-to-nation 

relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in 

Canada, how this relationship has been damaged over the years, and 

how they can work toward reconciliation. 
 

 

HOW IT WORKS: 
The activity begins with blankets arranged on the floor to represent 

Canada before the arrival of Europeans. Participants representing 

Indigenous peoples move around on the blankets, as if they are using 

and occupying the land. A narrator reads from a script while someone 

playing the role of a European joins and interacts with those on the 

blankets. 
 

As the script traces the history of the relationship between Europeans 

and Indigenous peoples in Canada, participants respond to various 

cues and read prepared scrolls. At the end of the exercise only a few 

people remain on the blankets, which have been folded into small 

bundles and cover only a fraction of their original area. 
 

Created in 1997, the Blanket Exercise is a succinct overview of 

Indigenous rights in Canada that explores the major themes and 

findings of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP). You are 

strongly encouraged to use the exercise as part of a larger unit. At the 

end there is a list of resources and learning activities that complement 

this workshop. 
 

 

WHAT YOU NEED: 
 Blankets: One blanket for every 3-4 participants as well as one to be 

used as a smallpox blanket and one that will represent a residential 

school. Some people have used sheets or fabric that has been 

decorated. Others have asked participants to bring blankets from 

home – this can heighten and intensify the impact when blankets 

are taken away during the exercise. 

 
 Scrolls: The text for the scrolls is part of the script but you 

can download printable scrolls off the KAIROS website at 

www.kairosblanketexercise.org. 

 Index Cards: White, yellow and blue. 

Counting out the cards 

You need white cards for a little less than half the participants. 

Important: with a small group (less than 22 people), give white 
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cards to one-third of participants. With a very small group (12 or 

less), give only 2 white cards. 
 

You need 2 blue cards. For a small group (less than 22 people) 

give only 1 blue card. 
 

You need 3 yellow cards, one with an “X” on it. For a large group 

(more than 40 people) give 6 yellow cards. For a small group (less 

than 22 people) give only 2 yellow cards. 

 
 Volunteers: One to be the narrator (usually the teacher or someone 

in a leadership role), and at least one to play the role of the 

European. Note that you can divide up the script and have more 

than one narrator and European. 

 
 Maps: Three maps from the Report of the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal Peoples, “Turtle Island”, “Treaties” and “Aboriginal Lands 

Today”. These are available for download off the KAIROS website. 

 
Time required: 

Doing the Blanket Exercise requires at least one hour. Depending on 

whether you are using the youth or adult script, it lasts 35-50 minutes. 

It is important to have at least 15 minutes to debrief. An in-depth 

discussion or talking circle following the Blanket Exercise – which can 

easily last another hour – is encouraged. Since the Blanket Exercise can 

cause emotions to surface, it is helpful to provide participants with an 

opportunity to voice their feelings in a supportive environment. 

 
Number of participants: 

The Blanket Exercise works best with anywhere between 15 and 60 

people. With fewer participants, the challenge is to ensure not too 

many people leave the blankets so you will want to hand out slightly 

fewer than the suggested number of white and yellow index cards. 

The larger the group, the more difficult it is to have a good discussion 

or debrief at the end. 
 

Support during and after: 

The Blanket Exercise can cause emotions and difficult memories to 

surface. Think about what kind of support you can provide during 

the workshop and what type of follow-up you can make available. 

You may want to have one person present whose role it is to support 

anyone in distress. Consider how you will close off the session in a 

way that is affirming and uplifting so that people leave in a good way. 

Give a thorough explanation at the beginning of what is about to 

take place and let participants know that they can leave or step back 

if they do not feel ready to delve into those parts of the exercise that 

resonate with their own experience. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Top to bottom: 

 
1) Blanket Exercise with Grade 6 in Mississauga, 2010. 
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2) Blanket Exercise with Grade 6 in Mississauga, 2010. 

Photo: KAIROS 

 
3) Blanket Exercise at Roland Michener Public High 

School, Ottawa. Photo: Carol Montgomery 
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BLANKET EXERCISE ENHANCEMENTS – 
DEEPENING THE LEARNING 
Additions to the script: We encourage you to make the Blanket 

Exercise script specific to the territory where your school or group is 

located by researching and writing scrolls or additions to the script 

with information about the local history or current situation. For 

example, in the part of the script that refers to residential schools, a 

scroll could be added about a residential school that operated nearby. 
 

Please be respectful when doing this; if the additions you are making 

are not part of your own story, be sure to work in collaboration with 

the appropriate people. 
 

Inviting an Indigenous elder: You can invite a First Nations, Métis 

or Inuk elder to open and close the workshop, lead a talking circle, 

and speak about how the content of the Blanket Exercise resonates 

with them and their community. This will greatly enrich the learning 

experience for the participants and help to build relationships. It  

will also help to create a safe space for participants, particularly for 

Indigenous participants. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Students at the Education Day Blanket Exercises, 

Quebec National Event of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission, Montreal, April 2013. Photo: KAIROS 

Traditional items: Consider using traditional items at the beginning  

of the exercise to represent the richness and diversity of First Nations 

and Inuit peoples throughout Turtle Island. Participants can use these 

to barter and interact with one another. These could include clothing 

(mitts, mukluks, gauntlets, hats, etc.), carvings, baskets, utensils, art 

pieces, medicines, furs, uluit etc. It’s a great way to “break the ice” and 

get people engaged and interacting early. Later, after the arrival of the 

Europeans, you can include Métis items such as sashes as well. 
 

Dolls: You can hand out dolls to all participants when they step onto 

the blankets to represent Indigenous children and families - this can 

really humanize the exercise. You can then have the European take 

away some of the dolls when residential schools are discussed and 

again for the sixties scoop. Note that because this intensifies the 

experience it can trigger participants. 
 

PREPARATION: 
 Read over the script carefully. 

 

 Ask one or two people ahead of time to play the role of the  
European and give them a copy of the script to review. 

 

 Print out and fold or roll scrolls, identifying them on the outside  
by number. 

 

 Count out the necessary number of coloured cards: if the group is 
large, give white cards to slightly less than half the participants but if 
the group is small (24 or less) only one third of participants should 
receive white cards; yellow for one sixth (one with an “X” on it) and 
blue for two people. 

 

Video introduction: A good way to introduce participants to the 

content of the Blanket Exercise is by showing the Public Service 

Alliance of Canada video “Justice for Aboriginal Peoples - It’s time” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r5DrXZUIinU. 
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CONCEPTS AND TERMINOLOGY TO REVIEW WITH 
YOUR GROUP BEFORE DOING THE BLANKET EXERCISE: 
What does it mean to be a sovereign nation? 

A sovereign nation enjoys the right to self-determination and has 

a governance structure and territory that is recognized by other 

nations. While European nations focus on the protection of individual 

rights, Indigenous nations focus on collective rights to land, language, 

spiritual traditions, and self-governance, to name a few. 
 

Indigenous individuals rely on strong nations for their well-being. 

Nations protect and nurture the collective rights through which 

an individual finds cultural meaning and identity. The Indigenous 

struggle for sovereignty is a struggle for nationhood and many 

believe that the recognition of Indigenous nationhood will enhance, 

not diminish, Canadian sovereignty. 
 

What is a treaty? 

Treaties are internationally binding agreements between sovereign 

nations. Hundreds of treaties of peace and friendship were concluded 

between the European settlers and First Nations during the period 

prior to Confederation. 
 

These treaties promoted peaceful coexistence and the sharing of 

resources. After Confederation, the European settlers pursued treaty 

making as a tool to acquire vast tracts of land. The numbered treaties 

1 through 11 were concluded between First Nations and the Crown 

after Confederation. 
 

For Indigenous peoples, treaties outline the rights and responsibilities 

of all parties to the agreement. In the traditions of Indigenous treaty 

making, these are oral agreements. In addition, they are “vital, living 

instruments of relationship” (RCAP) that involve all Canadians. 
 

What is the difference between equity and equality? 

Equality means each person gets the same treatment or the same 

amount of something. It involves systematically dividing something 

into equal parts. Equity, on the other hand, recognizes that not 

everyone has the same needs. 
 

Equity is about justice and a fair process that leads to an equal 

outcome. It takes into account the injustices of the past and how 

they have placed some in positions of privilege while others face 

significant barriers to achieving well-being. 
 

Terminology 

Indigenous peoples is a term for which there is no one definition because 

it is up to each Indigenous person to define themselves, something that 

for far too long has been done by others. Cree lawyer Sharon Venne 

suggests that being Indigenous means being “descendants of the people 

occupying a territory when the colonizers arrived.” 
 

Indigenous is a word that has come into widespread use through the 

recognition that those people who are the original inhabitants of a 

place, and who have been marginalized by ethnic groups who arrived 

 

 
Top and bottom: Blanket Exercise at Nunavut 

Sivuniksavut, Ottawa. Photo: KAIROS 
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later, have much in common with other peoples worldwide with the 

same experience. 
 

Not only does the word speak to global solidarity amongst these 

peoples, but it has important legal significance as well. Indigenous 

peoples’ rights have been recognized at the international level in 

various ways but most importantly in the United Nations Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which was adopted by the United 

Nations General Assembly in 2007. 
 

When we speak of peoples, as opposed to people, it is a recognition of 

collective rights; that each Indigenous people is a distinct entity with 

its own cultural and political rights. 
 

Aboriginal peoples refers to the original peoples of North America 

who belong to historic, cultural and political entities. Canada’s 

Constitution Act, 1982 recognizes three groups of Aboriginal peoples: 

First Nations, Inuit and Métis. 
 

There are a number of synonyms for Aboriginal peoples, including 

Indigenous peoples, First Peoples, and original peoples. None of these 

terms should be used to describe only one or two of the groups. 
 

Because Aboriginal peoples is the term used in Canada’s constitution, 

it has specific importance within a Canadian legal context. 
 

First Nations is not a legal term but replaces “Indian” in common 

usage. There are many First Nations in Canada: Innu, Cree, Salteaux, 

Ojibwe, Haida, Dene, Mohawk, Maliseet, Mi’kmaq, Blood, Secwepmec 

etc., each with its own history, culture, and traditions. 
 

You can discuss with participants which First Nations are close by  

and whose traditional territory you are on. Some areas are the shared 

jurisdiction of more than one First Nation. 
 

Inuit are the Indigenous Circumpolar people of Canada and other 

northern countries. They were formerly called Eskimo, which the  

Inuit consider a derogatory term. In Canada, the Inuit live in Nunavut, 

Northwest Territories, northern Quebec, Labrador and, in recent years, 

southern Canadian cities as well. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Top and bottom: Blanket Exercise at Roland Michener 

Public High School, Ottawa. Photos: Carol Montgomery 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Métis are the mixed-blood descendants of Cree, Ojibwe, Saulteaux 

and Assiniboine women and French and Scottish fur traders and 

other early settlers. They have their own culture and history. As is the 

case with many Aboriginal languages, the Métis language, Michif, 

is endangered. Métis society and culture were established before 

European settlement was entrenched. 
 

This term is sometimes used more generally for someone who is of 

mixed ancestry, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal. 
 

Assimilation is the process of absorbing one cultural group into another. 

This can be pursued through harsh and extreme state policies, such as 

removing children from their families and placing them in the homes or 

institutions of another culture. Forcing a people to assimilate through 

legislation is cultural genocide—the intent is to eradicate a culture. 
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Beginning: 
 

Lay the blankets next to each other on the floor. Put the smallpox 

and residential school blankets aside. Invite participants to take off 

their shoes and gather around. Distribute the three maps, ‘Turtle 

Island’, ‘Treaties’ and ‘Aboriginal Lands Today’, and look them over as 

a group. Explain that they will learn how we went from a time when 

Indigenous peoples used all the land we now call Canada (what some 

Indigenous peoples refer to as “Turtle Island”), to a time when land 

reserved for Indigenous peoples is only a very tiny part of Canada. 

Note: reserves below the 60th parallel make up less than one half of 

one per cent of Canada’s land mass. 
 

Tell participants that for some this exercise may bring up difficult 

feelings and that at the end there will be an opportunity for them to 

share their feelings in a respectful way. 
 

IMPORTANT: People can be triggered by the Blanket Exercise, 

especially if they have been personally impacted by the laws and 

policies described in the script. It is important to explain what is 

about to take place – that the experience includes information about 

residential schools, the 60s scoop, loss of status and missing and 

murdered Indigenous women. Give participants permission to leave or 

to simply observe. Make sure there is someone who can offer support. 
 

Ask participants to set the maps aside and step onto the blankets. 

Tell them that by doing so, they are stepping into the roles of First 

Nations, Inuit and later Métis peoples. Ask them to move around on 

the blankets – to use and occupy the land – as if they were living on it. 

Tell participants that once they step onto the blankets they must not 

step off unless they are asked to do so. 
 

Have your “European” standing by with a copy of the script and the 

right number of coloured cards. 
 

Hand out the numbered scrolls to participants who are comfortable 

reading aloud. With a small group it is okay for people to read more 

than one scroll. 
 

If you are using traditional items and dolls hand these out as well at 

this time. 
 

 

Blanket Exercise at the launch of the Nation to Nation KAIROS/ Otesha Bike Tour, Akwesasne 

Mohawk Territory, July 2013. Photo: Kerry Marsh 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Top: KAIROS staff member Katy Quinn introduces the Blanket Exercise to 

the Nation to Nation Bike Tour participants. Photo: Kerry Marsh 

 
Bottom: Students participating in the Shannen’s Dream project. Photos: Liam 

Sharp/ First Nations Child and Family Caring Society
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