
sfu.ca/aboriginalpeoples

WILLIAM G. LINDSAY  DIRECTOR  
778.782.8924 | wlindsay@sfu.ca 

KLAHANIE R. RORICK ADMINISTRATOR   
778.782.8925 | klahanie_rorick@sfu.ca

DIANE LUCKOW  EDITOR  
778.782.3210 | dluckow@sfu.ca

SUPPLEMENTSIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY NEWS  ❙  OFFICE FOR ABORIGINAL PEOPLES  ❙  FEBRUARY 20158

HEALING INDIGENOUS TRAUMA 
THROUGH VIDEO GAMES

Elizabeth LaPensee wants to help Indigenous peoples confront and 
process historical and intergenerational trauma.

An avid video gamer, LaPensee graduated last fall with a PhD from 
SFU’s School of Interactive Arts and Technology (SIAT). 

An international student from the U.S., LaPensee is Métis and 
Anishinaabe, and passionately interested in using social-impact video 
games to change Indigenous stereotypes and representation.

“I thought SFU, with its connection to First Nations, would be an 
opportunity to explore that,” says LaPensee.

A former video games journalist, she spent the past seven years 
creating and then assessing the efficacy of such a game, Survivance, 
for her PhD thesis.

“The next generation needs the ability to heal, and when you throw 
a lot of really heavy content at them it just reinforces depression and 
other issues,” she says.

“When it’s framed as a game, it’s something that people can work 
through and share, and there’s community behind it.”

So LaPensee collaborated with Portland, Oregon’s urban native 
community to create Survivance. The video game’s quest involves 
creating a real-world self-expression project in any medium, such as 
painting, beadwork, a film or a photo collage.

“It’s an opportunity for players to process their family history or their 
nation’s history—to process memories and come to a place of healing.”

In assessing players’ reactions to the game, including her own, she 
found the game does accomplish its goal.

“The game empowered me to break the cycle of trauma in my own 
life,” she says. “I left an unhealthy marriage as a result.”

AlterNative, a major peer-reviewed Indigenous journal, recently 
published an article LaPensee wrote that addresses not just the 
academic aspects of her research, but also its contribution to games 
scholarship, and her personal experiences playing the game.

Now, she says, she’s exploding with ideas for video games that are 
more commercial and, at the same time, also articulate the unique 
stories and perspectives of Indigenous peoples.

Reprinted from SFU News Oct. 9, 2014.

SFU’s Bill Reid Centre, which holds what may be the world’s 
broadest set of historical First Nations images, has moved from 
downtown Vancouver to Saywell Hall at the Burnaby campus.

Centre manager Bryan Myles says the move last June gives 
students and faculty more access to the centre’s comprehensive 
collection of Northwest Coast digital images and texts. Much of 
the collection is based on photos amassed by centre director 
and archaeologist/museologist George McDonald.

Affiliated with SFU’s Department of First Nations Studies, 
the centre also plans to engage with more First Nations 
communities to work on heritage documentation and virtual  
repatriation projects. 

“We would like to work with communities to explore the visual 
record of images and artifacts, as well as texts created over the 
past 200 years, and make this material more accessible to the 
community, using new media,” says Myles. 

The online Northwest Coast Village project, for example, 
brings together sketches, drawings, paintings and photographs 
that capture some of the history and cultural expressions of 
Northwest Coast First Nations from the 18th century to today. 
The materials have been digitized from collections in libraries 
and archives scattered across North America and Europe. 

Myles also expects the move to the Burnaby campus will 
improve the centre’s visibility and its ability to take on larger 
research projects with First Nations Studies faculty and students, 
and the broader SFU community. 

You can find the centre on the main concourse of Saywell 
Hall, room 10073. To visit the Northwest Coast Village Project: 
http://at.sfu.ca/aBxnyy.

Research group pens declaration on 
protecting First Nations cultural sites

SFU professor George Nicholas leads the IPinCH research team.

Elizabeth LaPensee

The Bill Reid Centre houses an extensive collection of 
historical First Nations images. This photo, taken in 1878 
by photographer George Mercer Dawson, captures the 
Haida village of K’uuna in Gwaii Haanas National Park on 
Haida Gwaii.

OFFICE FOR  ABORIGINAL PEOPLES

Twenty-eight experts, including several at Simon Fraser 
University, are calling on Canadian governments to strengthen 
their accountability for First Nations sacred sites and develop 
effective ways of involving First Nations in stewarding these sites.

The experts, members of the SFU-led Intellectual Property 
Issues in Cultural Heritage (IPinCH) research team, have penned 
an international declaration on Canada’s and British Columbia’s 
legal and ethical obligations towards First Nations sites of 
cultural and spiritual significance.

IPinCH, established in 2008 with $2.5 million in funding from 
the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada 
(SSHRC), explores the rights, values and responsibilities of 
material culture, cultural knowledge and the practice of heritage 
research. The SFU-led project earned SSHRC’s first Partnership 
Impact Award in 2013.

Experts from diverse fields—archaeologists, lawyers, 
anthropologists, human rights specialists, and scholars of 
cultural heritage among them—drew up the Declaration on the 
Safeguarding of Indigenous Ancestral Burial Grounds as Sacred 
Sites and Cultural Landscapes following a recent international 
gathering convened by IPinCH members.

“The declaration is a reminder of existing obligations and 
expectations regarding burial sites and sacred places,” 
says IPinCH Director George Nicholas, an SFU professor  
of archaeology.

He says situations such as those at Grace Islet near Salt 
Spring Island and on Sumas Mountain in Abbotsford, where First 
Nations groups are concerned about local burial grounds being 
impacted by impending development, will only become more 
commonplace unless gaps in B.C.’s legal and policy framework 
are resolved.

Nicholas hopes the declaration will help to positively influence 
heritage policy in B.C. He has invited the Provincial Archaeology 
Branch to engage in discussions with IPinCH project members 
about possible ways forward.

IPinCH is co-sponsoring the Spring 2015 SFU President’s 
Dream Colloquium on Protecting Indigenous Heritage. The free 
public lectures will feature internationally recognized experts 
and explore new approaches to collaborative research and 
policy development, particularly those prioritizing the interests 
and concerns of Indigenous communities.
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