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Learning Objectives/I Can Statements 
● I can ask questions about the northern lights. 
● I can identify different First Peoples’ perspectives about the northern lights. 
● I can explain how the northern lights are formed from a contemporary science perspective.  
● I can understand different perspectives from hearing stories.  

 

Curricular Competencies: What will students 

DO 
Content: What will students KNOW 

● Students will demonstrate a sustained 
curiosity about the northern lights 
through class discussion (Science). 

● Students will identify First Peoples’ 
perspectives and knowledge as sources of 
information about the northern lights 
(Science). 

● Students will recognize and appreciate 
the role of story, narrative, and oral 
tradition in expressing First Peoples’ 
perspectives, values, beliefs, and points 
of view (English Language Arts). 

● First Peoples’ perspectives regarding 
aurora borealis (northern lights) 

● Indigenous storytelling 
 
 
 

 

Overview of Lesson: The purpose of this 
lesson is for students to learn about the 
causes of the northern lights (aurora 
borealis) and discuss them from First 
Peoples’ perspectives. The focus of this 
lesson will be hearing different stories 
about the northern lights, so students can 
be informed about the different 
perspectives (both First Peoples and 
contemporary science).  

Duration:  
60-80 minutes 

 
 
 

Big Idea(s): What will the students UNDERSTAND 

Science: The solar system is 
part of the Milky Way, 
which is one of the billions 
of galaxies.  

Art: Experiencing art is a 
means to develop empathy 
for others’ perspectives and 
experiences.  

English Language Arts: Exploring 
stories and other texts helps us 
understand ourselves and make 
connections to others and to the 
world.  



Materials and Technology Pre-Class Preparation 

● 360-degree video of northern lights  
● Laptop (Teacher) and technology to 

project it to the class 
● PowerPoint slideshow (included) 
● Book: Warren Whistles at the Sky by 

David A. Robertson OR SkySisters by Jan 
Bourdeau Waboose 

● CBC Video link of Indigenous Perspectives 
● Exit tickets 

● Get the 360-degree video ready and 
make sure the audio is working 

● Have the PowerPoint ready  
● Have book(s) ready or if you choose to do 

the video read aloud, have the link ready  
● Have the CBC link ready 
● Print off exit tickets  
 
 
 

 

Assessment/Evaluation: 

Formative Assessment:  
● Students will hand in an exit ticket at the end to inform the teacher of their learning.  

 

 

Resources 

Information on the Northern Lights: 
● https://www.northernlightscentre.ca/northernlights.html  
● https://spaceplace.nasa.gov/aurora/en/  
● Space Weather and Earth’s Aurora 

o https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HJfy8acFaOg  
● https://www.cbc.ca/kidscbc2/the-feed/what-are-the-northern-lights  
● https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/northern-lights  
● https://www.loc.gov/everyday-mysteries/item/what-are-the-northern-lights/  

  
360-degree videos of Northern Lights 

● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_tAkLHG8lAo  
● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fNsYzXDJg_8 

 
Indigenous Resources: 

● CBC Indigenous Stories of Northern Lights: 
o https://newsinteractives.cbc.ca/longform/legends-of-the-northern-lights  

● Warren Whistles at the Sky by David A. Robertson  
o This book “is about a young boy who remembers a story an Elder told him 

about the northern lights. But are they really spirits dancing? And will they 
come down and take him away if he whistles at them?” 

o David A. Robertson is a Cree author who currently lives in Winnipeg. 
o Buy the book here: https://mfnerc.org/product/warren-whistles-at-the-sky/ 

● SkySisters by Jan Bourdeau Waboose 
o This book is about “two Ojibway sisters [who] set off across the frozen north 

country to see the SkySpirits midnight dance. It isn’t easy for the young sister 
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to be silent, but gradually she begins to treasure the stillness and the 
wonderful experiences it brings. After an exhilarating walk and patiently 
waiting, the girls are rewarded by the arrival of the SkySpirits – the Northern 
Lights – dancing and shimmering in the night sky. This powerful story, with its 
stunning illustrations, captures the chill of a northern night, the warmth of the 
family circle, and the radiance of a child’s wonder.” 

o Jan Bourdeau Waboose is a Nishnawbe Ojibway from Northern Ontario.  
o The book can be purchased here: 

https://www.strongnations.com/store/item_display.php?i=214&f=  
o Online read aloud: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dP-S6rwgunk  

● Wilfred Buck – Northern Lights 
o Wilfred Buck is from the Opaskwayak Cree Nation of Northern Manitoba and is 

currently working for the Manitoba First Nations Education Resource Centre as 
a Science Specialist.  

o https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fd18NxiH_BQ  
o https://www.cbc.ca/news/science/indigenous-astronomy-1.5077070  

●  A Guide to Pronunciation of Indigenous Communities and Organizations in BC 
o https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/british-columbians-our-

governments/indigenous-people/aboriginal-peoples-
documents/a_guide_to_pronunciation_of_bc_first_nations_-
_oct_29_2018.pdf  

● First Voices - Pronunciation 
o https://www.firstvoices.com/home  

● Authentic First Peoples Resources 
o http://www.fnesc.ca/authenticresources/  

 

Background Information (For Teacher) 
What are the northern lights? 

● The northern lights, also known as Aurora borealis, are a result of charged particles from the 
Sun entering into the Earth’s atmosphere. During a special solar storm (coronal mass 
ejection), the Sun sends out a burst of electrified gas at a high speed. Some of the energy and 
particles can move through the Earth’s magnetic field into the Earth’s atmosphere at the 
north and south poles. The particles interact with the gas particles in our atmosphere and are 
given an energy boost, which creates the aurora. The lights also appear in the south, called 
the southern lights or Aurora australis.  

● The most common colours are light green and light pink, but purple, red, yellow, and blue can 
also be seen.  

Where can you see the northern lights? 
● The best time to see the lights are in the winter and at night, when the sky is clear. Scientists 

say that the best shows appear every 11 years. In Canada, the Yukon, North West Territories, 
and Nunavut are the most common places to watch the lights. They can also be seen in Alaska 
and parts of Greenland, Iceland, Sweden, Norway, and Finland. Other planets, such as Jupiter 
and Saturn also have auroras.  

● For more information, visit https://www.northernlightscentre.ca/northernlights.html or the 
other resources listed above.  
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Lesson Plan 

Introduction: 360-Degree Video and Discussion                                             Duration: 10 minutes 

1. To get students engaged, show one or more of the 360-degree videos from YouTube 
of the northern lights and make sure to move the video around with the controls in 
the top, left corner. 

● When the video is done, use the next five minutes to start a discussion. What 
did they notice? Has anyone seen the northern lights before? What do they 
think causes them? What do they mean?   

 

PowerPoint: Contemporary Science 

1. Following the discussion, discuss the contemporary science perspective of the 
northern lights. Use the PowerPoint provided or create your own. 

● Make sure students are aware that this is a contemporary science perspective 
of the northern lights and that there are other perspectives to discuss.  

● There are several different First Peoples’ perspectives of the northern lights 
and it is important students are aware of what perspective they are learning.  

 
 

Read a Story 

1. To introduce a First Peoples’ perspective, read one of the picture books written by 
First Peoples authors. The teacher can choose one or both, or a different First Peoples 
book. The use of the book ties into storytelling and provides visuals as well.  

2. Warren Whistles at the Sky by David A. Robertson 
● It can be purchased here: https://mfnerc.org/product/warren-whistles-at-the-

sky/  
3. Tell the students that this book will introduce them to a First Peoples’ perspective of 

the northern lights and that this is just one of many.  
4. Storytelling is an important form of learning and is valued by First Peoples. It is also a 

great way for students to visualize information. Some students may connect more to 
a story than to the PowerPoint. 

5. SkySisters by Jan Bourdeau Waboose 
● Again, tell students that this book will introduce them to one First Peoples’ 

perspective of the northern lights.  
● It can be purchased here: 

https://www.strongnations.com/store/item_display.php?i=214&f=  
● Online read aloud: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dP-S6rwgunk  

6. After the book(s), discuss what the students noticed. How did the story change their 
view of the northern lights? What did the students learn from it? You can even have 
them focus on the illustrations of the book.  
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Videos: Other First Peoples’ Perspectives 

1. Following the book, use this resource to further discuss First Peoples’ perspectives on 
the northern lights 

● https://newsinteractives.cbc.ca/longform/legends-of-the-northern-lights  
● This link provides multiple perspectives from First Peoples. Read some of the 

stories or play some of the videos.  
● Dene Elder Jonas Antoine: He lives in Fort Simpson, N.W.T. and tells about his 

memories where his grandfather said you could hear the northern lights.  
● Wayne Broomfield: Grew up in Makkovik, Newfoundland and is an Inuk 

photographer. He says that as a kid, they would whistle at the northern lights 
to make them dance, but if they got too low, “They’ll come down and chop 
your head off.”  

● Sharen Shorty is of Tlingit, Northern Tutchone and Norwegian ancestry and a 
Yukon storyteller and comedian. Her grandmother told her that looking at the 
lights caused bad luck because they were spirits who passed on in a bad/hard 
way.  

● Morris Neyelle, from Deline, N.W.T., was told by his grandfather that “the 
northern lights gave him a lift – ‘like medicine power.’” 

 
By giving the students a chance to hear multiple perspectives, it shows them that the 
contemporary science perspective is not the only way to view and understand the northern 
lights.  

2. The teacher can choose to discuss these perspectives after each one or after them all.  
 

 

Exit Ticket 

1.  After all of the activities and discussions, hand students their exit ticket. The teacher 
can create their questions or use any of the following: 

● From a contemporary science perspective, what causes the northern lights?  
● What stood out to you from the book Warren Whistles at the Sky/SkySisters? 
● What stood out to you from the multiple First Peoples’ perspectives about the 

northern lights? 
● What are your big takeaways from this lesson about the northern lights?  
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