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ABSTRACT 

Mirroring national trends, the Saskatchewan education system is failing its Aboriginal 

students. The situation is urgent, evidenced by low rates of Aboriginal students 

transitioning through the grades, their lower results on provincial assessments, and the 

significant gap between Aboriginal students and their non-Aboriginal counterparts 

graduating from high school. In light of these issues, this research explores high-school 

aged Aboriginal students’ stories of school and in particular their stories of place, 

curriculum, teachers and administrators. The research recognizes schools as white spaces 

where dominant identities are affirmed through place, spaces, curriculum, and pedagogy. 

Data was collected through four semi-structured interviews with five adolescents who 

self-identified as Aboriginal. A Critical Race Theory framework, with its emphasis on 

counter stories, was used to analyze the data, paying particular attention to the 

reproduction of dominance. The stories of these five participants highlight the need for 

teachers and administrators, the majority of whom are White, to take actions to promote 

the success of Aboriginal students in the classroom. Important to the participants is the 

creation of a sense of belonging to a place through the inclusion of Aboriginal artifacts 

and the actions of teachers to support those objects in meaningful ways. Additionally, the 

students articulate that teachers should authentically infuse Aboriginal content throughout 

core curriculum. Finally, teachers and administrators need to overcome their disconnect 

with Aboriginal students by developing close personal relationships with them and 

engaging in processes of decolonization through critical self-reflective work. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The Importance of Names 

Any research involving Aboriginal peoples must begin with a discussion about 

naming and the importance of names. This is because, as Warry (2009) reminds the 

reader, “words have power” (p. 9). Similarly, names have power. The power of the 

Canadian government to name groups and determine membership in these groups is a 

remnant of Canada’s colonial history. The term Aboriginal refers to the original 

inhabitants of North America. The Canadian Constitution recognizes three groups of 

Aboriginal peoples: Indians, Métis, and Inuit (Aboriginal Affairs and Northern 

Development Canada, 2010; Statistics Canada, 2003). Consequently, I have elected to 

use the term “Aboriginal peoples” throughout this thesis to describe my participants. It is 

important to remember, however, that each of the aforementioned groups is linguistically 

and culturally distinct. Even within these groups, there is much diversity, as Aboriginal 

peoples across the country have many unique histories, cultures, and traditions (Statistics 

Canada, 2003, p. 8). Aboriginal peoples share many features of an indigenous heritage 

and a colonial legacy that continues to have devastating impacts on many communities. 

At the same time, however, Aboriginal communities also have substantial heterogeneity 

marked by numerous forms of differentiation including “cultural heritage, identity, legal 

status, region, class, age, and gender” (Wotherspoon, 2006, p. 674). The use of the all-

inclusive word “Aboriginal” in this thesis does not signify or imply any form of generic, 

one-size-fits-all approach to the realities of Aboriginal peoples. On the contrary, it must 

be recognized that the Cree/Nêhiyaw, Dakota, Dene (Chipewyan), Nakota, Saulteaux, 

and Métis people that call Saskatchewan home are highly diverse in their cultures, 
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languages, values, beliefs, histories, contemporary realities, and aspirations (Cherubini, 

Hodson, Manley-Casimir, & Muir, 2010, p. 331). 

Warry (2009) explains that the use of the plural “Aboriginal peoples” is important 

because it also signals political orientation. While the use of “Aboriginal people” can be 

grammatically correct in specific contexts, this characterization homogenizes; it turns all 

Aboriginal persons into a “type,” a generalized category. The use of the pluralized form 

Aboriginal peoples immediately recognizes the diversity of Aboriginal cultures – and 

there are many distinct Aboriginal cultures in Canada (p. 10). 

Throughout my research, scholars and participants have used various terms to 

refer to Aboriginal peoples. These include “Indigenous”, “Native”, “Native American”, 

“North American Indian”, and “Indian”. Warry (2009) informs the reader that, “a writer’s 

choice of words indicates political orientation and potential bias” (p. 9). As much as I 

could, I have attempted to honor the choice of words of both the participants and authors 

that I cite by using their terminology wherever possible. It is important to remember that 

in Canada, “Indian” is a legal term: it is used to signify those people the government 

recognizes as having Indian status; that is, those people who are recognized under the 

Indian Act. The term “non-status Indians” is formally used to refer to Native people who 

are not recognized by the government because their parents or ancestors enfranchised or 

lost their Indian status for a variety of reasons. Non-status Indians may identify 

themselves as Aboriginal, yet they are not considered status Indians by the government 

and so do not have many of the same rights under the law (Warry, 2009, p. 9). 

Consequently, “the Indian Act definition has been and continues to be a divisive force 
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among Canada’s natives” (Cardinal, 1969, p. 18). Since 1970, however, the term “Indian” 

has been replaced with “First Nations”.  

At the same time, another indicator of political orientation is whether or not to 

capitalize terms. Aboriginal and Indian, like other designations based on the social 

construction of race such as White, is capitalized. It is important to note, however, that 

“Aboriginal denotes more than race: it signals a special political status in the same way as 

the adjective Canadian” (Warry, 2009, pp. 10–11). 

Colonialism and Decolonization  

Canada’s history is shaped by colonialism, which may be understood as “the 

subjugation of one cultural group by another” (Coalition for the Advancement of 

Aboriginal Studies, 2002, p. 140). Weenie (2000) explains that the belief in European 

supremacy was the basis of colonization. The belief set up a “civilized/uncivilized 

dichotomy” where “colonizers are depicted as the advanced civilization” and “the 

colonized are depicted as backward nations” (p. 66). Colonialism resulted in the 

“dispossession and near extermination” of the Aboriginal populations in Canada by the 

conquering Europeans (Sterzuk, 2011, p. 3).  

The colonial process in Canada was manipulated through the passing of key 

government legislation such as Section 91(24) of the British North America Act and The 

Indian Act, 1867 and its amendments. These pieces of legislation created an “elaborate 

systems of legal and administrative control over Aboriginal Peoples” (Fitzmaurice, 2010, 

p. 358). The result of these and other colonial acts was to bring “complete disorder to 

colonized peoples, disconnecting them from their histories, their landscapes, their 

languages, their social relations and their own ways of thinking, feeling and interacting 



4 
 

 
 

with the world” (Tuhiwai Smith, 2010, p. 28). Thus, it is important to remember 

“colonization occurs not only institutionally, but physically, emotionally, and spiritually 

as well” (Calderon, 2011, p. 111). 

Sterzuk (2011) describes how in Canada, “European conquest and colonization 

are often denied, largely through the fantasy that North America was peacefully settled 

and not colonized (p. 4). Scott (2013) supports this statement when he describes that the 

official story of Canada “continues to deny and marginalize the historical, temporal, 

spatial, and legal relationship among Indigenous peoples and Canadians” (p. 23). It is 

through the establishment of the official stories of how Canada came to be that 

colonialism continues today. However, this process is not limited to Canada. Tuhiwai 

Smith (2010) explains this process is true of all colonized nations when she describes 

“the history of the colonies, from the perspective of the colonizers, has effectively denied 

other views of what happened and what the significance of historical ‘facts’ may be to the 

colonized” (p. 67). The denial of Indigenous views of history is a “critical part of 

asserting colonial ideology, partly because such views were regarded as clearly 

‘primitive’ and ‘incorrect’ and mostly because they challenged and resisted the mission 

of colonization” (p. 29). 

 It is clear then, that despite the myths to suggest otherwise, “the institutions and 

legacy of colonialism have remained” (Tuhiwai Smith, 2010, p. 98). Fitzmaurice (2010) 

describes how “we have created a colonizing state, and the state further creates us” (p. 

358). Sterzuk (2011) notes that colonialism “positions white settlers at the top of a racial 

hierarchy” through “the processes and institutions that serve” them (p. 4). It is through 

the creation of the dichotomy between the colonizer and the colonized that Weenie 
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(2000) describes above that “allows settlers to feel justified in the dominance and control 

of the colonized people” (Sterzuk, 2011, p. 68). However, colonialism has created a 

situation where these processes are invisible to most people. Calderon (2011) is quick to 

note that “White ignorance is not confined to White people alone” and that Indigenous 

scholars point out “the process of colonization leads to a type of ignorance” for all 

members of the society (p. 122). Therefore, she advocates work towards decolonization. 

It is important to note here that I have elected to use the term decolonization 

throughout this thesis rather than postcolonial. However, I am aware that this term also 

has its critics who suggest that to imagine that anything in the present can be decolonized 

is naïve at best. I have elected to use this term over postcolonial. One well-known 

critique of the term postcolonial is that it brings forth the idea that colonialism is over 

and, given the continuing effect of colonialism in present-day societies noted above, it is 

clear Canadians have not moved past the influence of colonialism (Sterzuk, 2011; 

Tuhiwai Smith, 2010). 

Costello (2011) describes how Non-Aboriginal teachers often seem reluctant to 

explore “the relevance of colonization when seeking a deeper understanding of the issues 

faced by Aboriginal peoples and the subsequent effects these challenges have on 

education” (p. 19). However, because colonialism is “sustained by an intimate 

relationship with education” (Weenie, 2000, p. 66), it is vitally important that teachers 

embark on the journey of decolonizing themselves and education. Decolonization is a 

process which engages with colonialism at multiple levels. For teachers, “one of those 

levels is concerned with having a more critical understanding of the underlying 
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assumptions, motivations, and values which inform practice” (Tuhiwai Smith, 2010, p. 

20).  

It is important for teachers to look at decolonization as a journey as it is “a 

lifelong struggle filled with uncertainty and risk taking” (Regan, 2010, pp. 217-218). This 

is because the process of decolonization means searching “new ways to incorporate 

decolonizing principles and practices into our daily lives and working in ways that shift 

binary colonizer/colonized identities” (p. 218). Similarly, Costello (2011) describes how 

decolonization of the non-Aboriginal teacher is not a “project” with a marked end; “it is a 

re-learning of one’s history, a reshaping of one’s touchstone stories, the capacity to 

culturally respond by shifting their teaching identity, and the ability to re-imagine a future 

as a reconciling Canadian” (p. 71). Both Regan (2010) and Costello (2011) are clear that 

one of the ways that White teachers can engage in the process of decolonization is 

through developing relationships and partnerships with Aboriginal peoples. Through 

engaging in “unsettling encounters” (Regan, 2010, p. 218), non-Aboriginal teachers are 

put in a place where they are able to continually interrogate “their own innate Eurocentric 

perceptions and practices” as well as critically analyze Eurocentric history (Costello, 

2011, p. 31). 

Locating Myself in the Research 

Regan (2010) calls for scholars to “explore the complexity of their own 

positionality and responsibility as researchers” in order to make an argument for why 

other non-Indigenous scholars should do the same as part of their own decolonizing 

struggle. Likewise, Costello (2011) explains that there is an urgent need for non-

Aboriginal teachers to undertake “critical self-reflexive work upon their own culture and 
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Eurocentrism” in order to shift their perceptions of Aboriginal education and transform 

their teaching practices (p. 2). This reflexivity is necessary because by being a member of 

the dominant group, one is able to ignore how race shapes one’s life. Leonardo (2002) 

defines two concepts: Whiteness and White people saying, “Whiteness is a racial 

discourse, whereas the category ‘white people’ represents a socially constructed identity, 

usually based on skin color” (p. 31). As Schick (2000) points out, “the salience of 

whiteness cannot be overstated” (p. 87). For those of us who are White, Whiteness 

simply is. Whiteness becomes, for us, “the unspoken, interrogated norm, taken for 

granted, much as water can be taken for granted by a fish” (Wise, 2011, p. 2).  

Additionally, Chapman (2007) describes how the relationships formed between 

researcher and participant are “deeply connected to the past and present experiences of 

researchers and their epistemologies concerning research topics and participants” (p. 

158). Thus, in order to come to a place where I could listen to Aboriginal students’ stories 

of school, I first needed to explore my lived experiences in order to critically interrogate 

my own “Eurocentric ideas, prejudices, assumptions, actions, and privileges” along the 

way (Costello, 2011, p. 8). Leonardo (2004) defines racial privilege as “the notion that 

white subjects accrue advantages by virtue of being constructed as whites” (p. 137). 

Halas (2011) maintains performing research “within a context of structural inequality” 

requires humility, describing how one way to achieve this is through making visible the 

“unearned privileges” of “societal position” (p. 3).  

Max (2005) reminds White researchers that our “social location, class, skin color, 

gender, sexuality, race, and level of ability” form the lens through which we make sense 

of the world (p. 81). However, understanding our social position and naming our 
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subjectivity should not merely begin and end with a litany of personal descriptors in order 

to name our biases and let ourselves off the hook so that we may continue our oppressive 

practices. Consequently, in sharing my story, my motives are two-fold: first, I am aware 

that in order to fully understand the students’ stories, one needs to understand how being 

White affords one privilege in terms of access to quality education and ease of daily 

educational interaction. Second, I hope that shining a light on my own story will help me 

in my process of decolonization and perhaps support other White teachers in their process 

of decolonization.  

I am a White, third-generation Canadian whose cultural heritage is Scottish. I was 

born to a middle-class family with long-standing ties in the community. I grew up in 

Regina, Saskatchewan, located just an hour away from the historic signing of Treaty 4 

and spent my summers at a cabin located in the same valley. The city also served as the 

place where Louis Riel was executed for treason following the North West Resistance of 

1885. Lawrence and Tatum (2004) note that “most white teachers were raised and 

educated in predominantly white communities” (p. 362) and I was no different. As far as 

I know and can recall, my contact with Aboriginal peoples as a child was non-existent. 

Being born into a middle-class family also meant that I was involved in many 

opportunities such as music lessons and sports teams and privileges such as being able to 

be taught and coached by people similarly racialized as white. As well, my teammates 

were almost exclusively the same race as I. When I would arrive at practices late, my 

attendance was never attributed to my race. Being White meant that I never felt out of 

place and allowed me to have the sense that wherever I was, I belonged (Wise, 2011). At 

the same time, Whiteness was invisible to me. Therefore, I was ignorant of my own 
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White privilege and was unaware of the benefits that came to me because of institutional 

and cultural racism (Howard, 2006). 

The instances of privilege continued with me through my schooling. First was the 

Eurocentric curriculum that I was exposed to as a student. In science, I learned Western 

ideology about how the world can be studied and understood. I read books written by 

authors who were White. In social studies, I learned about ancient European societies, 

British imperialism, and the World Wars. The educators who taught me were almost 

exclusively white. Thus, I could be assured that my teachers shared the same norms and 

values that I was exposed to every day. Next, whenever I made poor decisions, such as 

skipping school, I was always given the benefit of the doubt. For example, I can 

remember an instance in high school when I decided to skip math class and instead hang 

out with my friends in the room designated for members of the Student Representative 

Council (SRC). The next day, when the teacher asked me where I had been, I told him I 

was doing SRC work. He accepted this explanation without checking with any of the 

advisors or my parents because I was, in his words, “a good student who works hard.” 

Finally, I could be assured that my failures would be my own and would never be 

attributed to perceived incompetence based on race and processes of racialization. If I 

failed an assignment, I did not ever have to consider that it was because of my race or 

that if I got into trouble that I would be representing my race. Therefore, I was able to 

construct myself “in relatively warm relation to structures of power and networks of 

power and view mistakes as an opportunity for revision” and I was also taught, “rules 

bend and that success is relatively guaranteed” (Fine, 2004, p. 74). 
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During my school career, the amount of Aboriginal content I was taught was so 

minimal; the content I was exposed to remains quite vivid in my mind. In grade 8, I 

remember creating a longhouse out of popsicle sticks in my diorama for the social studies 

fair. I remember being disappointed in myself that I did not think to dress up like many of 

my fellow students did – complete with feathers in their hair – because that extra detail 

could have won me the competition. In grade 12, I remember learning about the fur trade: 

how the Hudson’s Bay Company and the North West Company were able to establish 

trading systems with the First Nations people who lived on the land. However, sadly 

missing from that education was any information regarding how First Nations people 

lived prior to the fur trade and the genocide caused by the British government through 

infecting blankets with smallpox in order to weaken and kill First Nations groups. 

Sleeter (2005) observes, “spending most of their time with other white people, 

whites do not see much of the realities of the lives of people of color nor encounter their 

viewpoints in any depth” (p. 253). This was certainly true in my life. In fact, it was not 

until university that I was exposed to Aboriginal content and perspectives through 

Indigenous Studies courses. It was through these classes that I began to develop a 

growing awareness of racial inequality and colonialism (Howard, 2006). Additionally, I 

had the opportunity to take the Education and Multicultural Society class, which gave me 

my first exposure to Whiteness and investigation into my own White subject position. 

However, it was not until I received my first teaching job at an inner-city high school that 

I began to see the dynamics of class, power, privilege, supremacy, and how the realities 

for the Aboriginal students differed so much from my own. As a result, I began to 
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acknowledge my Whiteness and to question what I had been socialized to believe about 

class and race (Howard, 2006).  

One such experience was when a student shared with me her dream to one day 

become a teacher. It was at that moment, I realized how my privilege afforded me the 

opportunities for acceptance into the Faculty of Education program whereas I suspected 

her path would not be as easy. One of the reasons for this was because, at the time, the 

Faculty of Education required applicants to fill out a profile sheet describing all of their 

involvement in extra-curricular activities including sports, arts, work experience, and 

volunteer experience making my application a strong one. Because I grew up in a middle-

class family that could afford to register me in a wide variety of extra-curricular 

activities, my profile was full. However, because her family lived in poverty, she was 

often required to stay at home and watch younger family members. Therefore, her 

application would look weak when compared to ones like mine. Furthermore, because 

she was a Status Indian, the guidance counselor kept suggesting that she apply for the 

Saskatchewan Urban Native Teacher Education Program (SUNTEP) rather than the 

Faculty of Education. Consequently, the message that was passed onto her was that 

SUNTEP was for Aboriginal Students while the Faculty of Education was for White 

students. 

Consequently, I attempted to acknowledge White responsibility and racism and 

confront the acts from which White people have intentionally or unintentionally 

benefited. I went through a process of exploration and self-discovery: this journey was 

filled with a process of intellectual and emotional discovery and understanding. I was 

affected intellectuality through my graduate studies classes. In these classes, I had been 
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exposed to White role models who demonstrated that it is possible to be both White and 

teach anti-oppressively and I have had the opportunity to network with others on the 

same journey. 

Through the process of self-discovery, I have worked hard at transforming my 

teaching practice to include Aboriginal content and perspectives and to challenge the 

racialized discourses of power and privilege (Howard, 2006). As well, I have become 

acutely aware of performances of the discourses of race and privilege that circulate 

within my colleagues and me on a daily basis.  

I also become aware of interactions of race, class, and privilege when a teacher 

maligned a student because he showed up to school every day in the same clothing and 

did not change out for gym class despite being told that likely the student could not afford 

other clothing. Perhaps the most pivotal moment for me, however, came during a 

collegial discussion surrounding the performance of our school’s reading and writing 

benchmark scores; our Aboriginal students’ scores were not what we had hoped. During 

the conversation, another colleague suggested one route to support Aboriginal students 

would be to ask them what they needed in order to be successful. The leader of the 

meeting, one designated as a leader in the school division, responded with, “There’s no 

point in asking them. They wouldn’t even know what they need.” It was through this 

conversation that I realized that an investigation into the stories of Aboriginal students in 

school also requires an investigation into the corresponding stories of the White teaching 

staff. 

Throughout this journey, I have come to acknowledge the reality of personal, 

cultural, and institutional racism (Howard, 2006); as a result, I am seeking opportunities 
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to learn from other groups, particularly Aboriginal students, as they are exposed to these 

types of racism on a daily basis. This work across boundaries is made possible because 

my antiracist behaviors and attitudes are now more consistently expressed and thus I can 

engage in authentic personal interactions (Howard, 2006). At the same time, however, I 

still struggle with effects of colonialism and privilege in my personal and professional 

life. I know that my race “gives me a degree of comfort, privilege, and insulation” that 

serves me in ways I continue to take for granted (Sleeter, 2005, p. 243). Thus, the work is 

not done with the completion of a thesis: the work will continue every day in every 

setting. 

Aboriginal Education: The Contemporary Landscape 

According to Statistics Canada (2011) in 2011, there were 1,400,685 Aboriginal 

people in Canada, accounting for 4.3% of Canada’s total population (p. 6). 157,740 

Aboriginal peoples live in Saskatchewan, representing 11.3% of the provincial 

population. At this time, 46.2% of Aboriginal peoples were under the age of 25, 

compared to 29.4% of non-Aboriginal people (p. 5). While the largest numbers of 

Aboriginal peoples are found in the provinces of Ontario and Quebec, Manitoba, 

Saskatchewan and the Canadian territories have the highest percentage of Aboriginal 

peoples in comparison to the overall population (Levin, 2009; MacIver, 2010; 

Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2009c).  

The Canadian Council on Learning (2007) notes that the non-Aboriginal school-

age population in Canada is expected to decline by nearly 400,000 children from 2001 to 

2017. Conversely, the projected increase of the Aboriginal school-aged population by 

"374,200 students from 2001 to 2017 means that Aboriginal peoples will constitute a 
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larger proportion of Canada’s school-aged children" (p. 4). The situation in Saskatchewan 

mirrors the national trend. Contrary to the overall provincial decline in student 

population, the Aboriginal student population is experiencing significant growth 

(Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2008; MacIver, 2010). For example, there were 

1,832 more self-declared Aboriginal students in 2009–10 than in 2008–09 (Saskatchewan 

Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 51). By 2017, the Saskatchewan Aboriginal population is 

projected to increase by 30% from the 2001 numbers and, therefore, will present a 

situation that will challenge the Eurocentric educational system currently found in the 

province (MacIver, 2010, p. 2-3). 

The Canadian education system is failing its Aboriginal students (MacIver, 2010). 

Across Canada, the graduation rates of Aboriginal students are substantially lower than 

their non-Aboriginal peers: 50% of Aboriginal peoples between 18 and 24 years of age 

have not achieved a high school diploma compared to only 20% of their non-Aboriginal 

peers (Riley & Ungerleider, 2008; Silver, Mallett, Greene, & Simard, 2002). The 

majority of Aboriginal youth do not complete high school. Consequently, they leave the 

school system without requisite skills for employment and without the language and 

cultural knowledge of their people (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996, p. 

434).  

In Saskatchewan, the picture is equally bleak. In 2010–2011, 187,710 students in 

Saskatchewan self-declared as Aboriginal totaling 20.9% of the total student population 

(Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2011b, p. 3). However, this number may not be 

completely accurate as the Ministry of Education relies on self-identification on the part 

of the parent or student in the calculation of the numbers. The graduation rate of 
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Aboriginal students is abysmal when compared to their non-Aboriginal counterparts. In 

calculating graduation rates, the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education reports on the 

number of students who graduate grade 12 within three years of starting grade 10. Using 

this lens for analysis, the most recent cohort for whom data is available entered Grade 10 

in 2008–2009. Of those students, only 32.7% of students who self-declared as Aboriginal 

graduated within three years of starting grade 10. Comparatively, 72.3% of non-

Aboriginal students graduated within the three years (Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education, 2011b, p. 6). As a comparison, the previous cohort entered grade 10 in 2007–

2008. Of those students, only 32.5% of those identified as Aboriginal graduated by the 

2009–2010 school year and the majority, 58.1%, were still enrolled in school 

(Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 84).  

This trend of low graduation rates within the three-year time period has been 

calculated by the Ministry of Education for over fifteen years. While rates fluctuate year 

to year, the percentage of Aboriginal students who complete high school within the 

typical three-year period has only increased from 27% to 32.7% since 1996–1997 

(Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 84). Currently, the 5-year average of on-

time graduation rates for Aboriginal students is at 32.1% (Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education, 2011b, p. 6).  

The Saskatchewan Ministry of Education also calculates the rates of high school 

completion over what it refers to as the five-year extended time. This statistic examines 

how many students complete high school over that period. The most recent cohort for 

which data is available are the students who graduated in the 2006-2007 school year. 

During this time, the number of self-identified Aboriginal students who graduated within 
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the three-year period was 31.6% (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2009c, p. 101). 

Using the extended five-year calculations, the number of Aboriginal student graduates 

increased to 48.1%. Conversely, the number of the non-Aboriginal graduates within the 

three-year calculation was 73.8% (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2009c, p. 97). 

After the extended five-year period, the percentage had increased to 81.1 (Saskatchewan 

Ministry of Education, 2011b, p. 6). 

A clearer picture of why the graduation rates are so low can be seen through the 

examination of the marks achieved in classes and credit accumulation for Aboriginal 

students. First, the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education (2010) reported that self-declared 

Aboriginal students had lower grades in their classes than non-Aboriginal students in all 

the regions of Saskatchewan: urban, rural, and northern (p. 39). Of note is the fact that 

northern self-declared Aboriginal males have the lowest average Grade 10 marks. In fact, 

the average marks for self-declared Aboriginal males who live in northern Saskatchewan 

in English Language Arts A10 and Mathematics 10 were lower than 50%; the mark that 

allows students to progress to the next level (p. 38). It is no surprise, then, that the 

number of credits earned by Aboriginal students every year is lower than their non-

Aboriginal counterparts. The Saskatchewan Ministry of Education (2011b) notes that, “to 

graduate within the typical three year period after beginning Grade 10, students must 

accumulate an average of eight credits per year to achieve the minimum requirement of 

24 required secondary level credits” (p. 7). The average number of credits earned by non-

Aboriginal students in 2011 was 7.9. This number has remained constant for the past five 

years. However, the number of credits earned by self-identified Aboriginal students in 

2011 was only 5.8 credits per year (p. 8). 
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Examining the progress of students as they move through the grades also 

highlights the failure of the education system for Aboriginal students in the province. The 

Saskatchewan Ministry of Education documents the number of students who completely 

transition between grades 2 and 3, grades 6 and 7, and grades 9 and 10. The self-declared 

Aboriginal and northern sub-populations have the lowest proportions of students who 

continue directly to Grade 3, Grade 6, and Grade 10 from the previous grades (MacIver, 

2010; Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2010). Statistics indicate that while most 

students repeat the grade in which they were held back, a portion of these students were 

not re-enrolled. Furthermore, the percentage of students who do not re-enroll increases as 

grade level increases (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2010; Steeves, Carr-Stewart, 

& Marshall, 2010). However, the true picture of Aboriginal students within the province 

is incomplete as the Ministry of Education does not desegregate statistics along 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal categories, thus making comparisons between the two 

groups impossible. 

The final indicator of the failure of the education system for Aboriginal students 

in Saskatchewan can be seen in the results of large-scale assessments conducted by the 

Ministry of Education and in students’ average marks for specific classes. According to 

the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education (2010), “large-scale assessments occur 

periodically as students progress through school. Information from these assessments not 

only reflects the learning during that school year, but also the learning that took place in 

previous years” (p. 42). The province participates in three large-scale assessments: the 

provincial Assessment for Learning program (AFL), the Pan-Canadian Assessment 

Program (PCAP) and the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). Of 
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those three, only the Assessment for Learning program provides data that separates 

Aboriginal students from their non-Aboriginal counterparts (Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education, 2010). The 2010 AFL focused on writing. On this assessment, Aboriginal 

students did not demonstrate the same level of achievement as their non-Aboriginal 

counterparts (Steeves et al., 2010). According to the Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education, “a smaller proportion of Aboriginal students achieved the standards in all 

categories tested when compared to the provincial average” (2010, p. 44).  

The 2011 AFL focused on both math and reading. In the area of math content 

skills, only 44.4% of Aboriginal students at the elementary level and 42.8% of Aboriginal 

students at the middle years level performed at the “adequate and above” level, compared 

to 76.8% and 73.9% of their non-Aboriginal counterparts. In reading comprehension 

skills, 57.4% of Aboriginal students achieved at the level of “adequate and above,” 

compared to 84.9% for non-Aboriginal students at the elementary level. At the middle 

years level, the scores of “adequate and above” were 62.6% for Aboriginal students and 

86.5% for non-Aboriginal students. Finally, at the high school level, the scores were 

74.6% and 90.6% for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students respectively 

(Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2011b, p. 7). 

Significance of the Study 

In 1969, Cardinal identified that “talking and listening have been one-way streets 

with White men and Indians” and that “people quit listening when an Indian tries to tell 

them the hard facts of Indian life in Canada (p. 11). Dion (2009) reiterated this sentiment 

when she stated, “there is little knowledge or understanding of just how sharply the 

experiences of Aboriginal peoples differ from the experiences of other Canadians” (p. 9). 
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Redwing Saunders and Hill (2007) note that common areas of Native education themed 

publications include “below‐average educational attainment and above‐average dropout 

rates” but that “research conducted outside these themes is limited, especially pertaining 

to Canadian Natives” (p. 1018). Studies concerned with Aboriginal students tend to rely 

more on “quantitative analysis from the Aboriginal adult’s perspective” over “qualitative 

data pursuing the actual perspectives of the Aboriginal people” (MacIver, 2010, p. 2). 

Limited research, then, has been designed to hear the voice or the perspective of 

Canadian Aboriginal adolescents (Bazylak, 2002; MacIver, 2010). Therefore, Huber et 

al. (2002) identify the need to attend more broadly to the stories of Aboriginal children 

and their families. Providing Canadian Aboriginal adolescents an opportunity to present 

their perspectives on schooling will add to the limited research and knowledge base in 

this area. 

Many researchers have described a need for the importance of listening to stories 

of students’ experiences. Okolie (2005) notes that collecting statistics is important saying, 

“we cannot underestimate the power of numbers even for the oppressed. Some statistics 

are sometimes necessary” (p. 250). However, while statistics are useful in examining 

trends, it is important to focus on the human factor (MacIver, 2010; Schoenlein, 2004). 

Delpit (1988) explains that “interviews can help give meaning to those numbers, reveal 

what the statistics fail to reveal, put all of them into context, and help to conscientize the 

subjects” (p. 280).  

Critical social science scholarship is increasingly recognizing the need for people 

to speak for themselves, to tell their own stories and have them validated (Okolie, 2005). 

Sefa Dei, Mazzuca, McIssac, and Zine (1997) note the saliency and centrality of race in 
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understanding the schooling experiences of youth. This attention to race cannot be 

underestimated because “we experience and interpret the world differently given our 

varying social locations, environments, lived experiences, and worldviews. These 

different locations and experience also help shape our identities because they affect how 

others relate to us and our interpretation of those relationships” (Okolie, 2005, p. 242). 

Delpit (1988) concurs with Okolie’s idea noting, “people are the experts on their own 

lives and can be the only authentic chroniclers of their own experience” (p. 297). 

Examining the stories of Aboriginal youth is particularly important. Dion (2009) 

describes how “stories have always been valued as a means of teaching and learning 

within First Nations communities” (p. 15). She explains stories, “reflect the deepest, most 

intimate perceptions, relationships, and attitudes of a people and can be used to bring 

harmony and balance to all beings that inhabit the nations universe” (p. 16). In his study 

of female Aboriginal students on the factors that influenced their success in graduating, 

Bazylak (2002) noted that, “the students longed to be heard, to be listened to, and 

appreciated having their opinions and thoughts sought and valued” (p. 135).  

A central tenant of Critical Race Theory (discussed in more depth later) uses 

storytelling to allow the sharing of lived experiences of peoples of color (Sterzuk, 2011). 

Goodson and Scherto (2011) explain that stories can function as political responses, 

“broadcasting voices that are excluded from or neglected within dominant political 

structures and processes” (p. 20). Here, people from marginalized groups reveal their 

own truths about the social systems and institutions as they experience them. However, 

an important point is that not all oppressed people somehow possess the true 

understanding of racial oppression. In fact, many people of color are just as confused as 
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White people when it comes to an understanding of racism because they, too, have been 

affected by power relations (Leonardo, 2004; Okolie, 2005). There is also a power in 

listening to the voices of those who experience oppression through counterstories. 

Specifically, stories can shatter complacency and challenge the status quo (Delgado, 

1989; Crosland Nebeker, 1998). Delgado (1989) describes that stories do so through 

opening new windows into reality not experienced by those in the dominant group and by 

showing what the dominant groups believes is, in fact, ridiculous, self-serving, or cruel.  

However, Delpit (1988) reminds the reader that it is not enough to read the stories 

of oppressed groups. She writes, “we must learn to be vulnerable enough to allow our 

world to turn upside down in order to allow the realities of others to edge themselves into 

our consciousness” (p. 297). When critical analysis of the stories is performed, a more 

nuanced understanding of the dynamics of structural power relations is made possible 

(Leonardo, 2004). Specifically, Leonardo (2004) suggests that educators must begin their 

analysis of domination from the position of those who receive the policies. He states that 

doing so allows educators to be put on the side of the oppressed or, at the very least, give 

them an understanding of the history of the conditions of oppressed people. Therefore, by 

understanding the perspectives of Aboriginal adolescents, schools may become better 

equipped to incorporate meaningful adjustments to the educational environment in order 

to increase the rate of Aboriginal student engagement (MacIver, 2010). 

Research Question 

With this in mind, the purpose of this research is to explore, with Aboriginal 

students, their perspectives and experiences of schooling. Broadly, what stories do 

Aboriginal high school students tell about their experiences of school? More specifically, 
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this research will explore their narratives of place (school), their experiences with classes, 

content, and instruction, and their relationships with teachers and administrators. 

Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature relating to the questions of place 

(school), curriculum, and teachers and administrators. It also presents the theoretical 

framework of critical race theory, the lens through which the participants’ narratives will 

be examined. Chapter 3 provides the methodology and data collection procedures utilized 

in this study. Chapter 4 presents the profiles of each of the participants as well as their 

narratives on place, curriculum, and teachers and administrators. Finally, Chapter 5 

outlines the implications of the narratives and related recommendations pertaining to 

place, teachers and administrators, and curriculum against the backdrop of colonialism. 
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Chapter 2: The Literature Review 

Place 

Schools, like any landscapes, are landscapes of power. The social and the built 

environment represent particular identities, values, and cultures. Similar to the ways in 

which specific discourses become authoritative and dominant, spatialities alert us to how 

certain histories and meanings are constructed, imposed, and endure within landscapes. 

Critical Race Theory argues that race and racism are deeply embedded in school 

landscapes and affect the education and lives of Aboriginal students (Van Ingen & Halas, 

2006). Therefore, the study of landscape is important because race and racialization of 

space have some very real and measurable effects on the lives of Aboriginal peoples. For 

example, school landscapes feel alien to most Aboriginal peoples (Silver et al., 2002, 

Sterzuk, 2011, Van Ingen & Halas, 2006).  

The two approaches to the study of school landscapes that I will take include an 

examination of the cultural products of schools and an examination of the way in which 

students move through the space itself. In both cases, White privilege is written into the 

school landscape in ways that cover the often hidden subtext of race and racism (Van 

Ingen & Halas, 2006). First, the hidden subtext of racism is marked by the presence of an 

absence. Here, the figurative presence of race and racism is conveyed through a virtual 

absence of Aboriginal students in the celebratory spaces of the school (Rosenberg, 2004; 

Van Ingen & Halas, 2006). For example, Kanu (2005) describes how during classroom 

observations, one teacher showed prominent integration of Aboriginal content including 

cultural artifacts, posters and flyers about Aboriginal events on classroom walls and 

bulletin boards, inclusion of books and other publications by Aboriginal authors, and 
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consistent inclusion of positive content materials about Aboriginal peoples. However, this 

one teacher, who was also of Aboriginal descent, was the only teacher of ten to do so. In 

particular, none of the White teachers demonstrated this positive integration (p. 56).  

Next, Van Ingen and Halas (2006) note that the manners in which students travel 

through a school’s hallways provide hints about identity and belonging in the space. In 

examining how students move through a school, one can study body language, dialogue, 

decibel levels, laughter, silence, and collectivities and isolation. This is because these 

traits are all defining characteristics of social interaction. These traits “give insight into 

discourse as these traits provide clues that help explain how inclusion/exclusion is 

manifested and experienced” (p. 384). It is necessary for educators to understand the 

ways in which Aboriginal students’ experiences within school landscapes are conditioned 

by their racialized treatment. As well, educators must acknowledge how race conditions 

the social space of school landscapes (Van Ingen & Halas, 2006). One of the ways that 

this is demonstrated within the school landscape is when students of the same race 

exclusively “hang out or associate with” members of their race (Ruck & Wortley, 2002, 

p. 190). Both Van Ingen and Halas (2006) and Tupper, Carson, Johnston, and Mangat 

(2008) describe how their observations in cross-cultural schools demonstrated that 

students of similar cultural, linguistic, and ethnic backgrounds associated with one 

another. In fact, Van Ingen and Halas (2006) note “there was more segregation than 

integration across diverse student groups. In the cafeteria, on the sports teams, walking 

the halls, and even in classes, it was the observation of teachers and students that 

different cultural groups ‘stuck’ together” (p. 383). It is important to ask the students their 

perceptions of the landscape of the school because students experience school differently 
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than the adults in the building (Vaselenak, 2009). This is because in spaces such as the 

common areas and hallways, “students often negotiate their emerging identities, peer 

group affiliation, and a burgeoning sense of citizenship” (Tupper, Carson, Johnston, and 

Mangat, 2008, p. 1066). Therefore, in exploring students’ constructs of place, teachers 

and administrators become better at meeting their needs simply because they are more 

aware. When students experience attachment to place, they are more likely to develop 

positive feelings toward that place and as a result stay engaged (Vaselenak, 2009). 

Curriculum 

 A dominant understanding of curriculum is that it is the set of plans of action that 

a program or lesson encompasses. Therefore, curriculum includes both the overriding 

content as put forth by the provinces, as well as pedagogy which may be understood as 

the techniques of teaching mandated curriculum including teaching styles and the 

recognition on the part of teachers of varied learning styles (Bazylak, 2002; Redwing 

Saunders & Hill, 2007). The study of curriculum is important to the study of students’ 

experiences with school because it is laden with power (Orlowski, 2011; Tupper & 

Cappello, 2008). From a Critical Race Theory perspective, a school curriculum is a 

culturally specific artifact designed to maintain a White supremacist master script 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998; Sterzuk, 2011). An important aspect of curriculum is the idea of 

the hidden curriculum. The hidden curriculum refers to the learning outcomes “not 

openly acknowledged to learners” (McLaren, 2007, p. 213). The hidden curriculum is 

deeply entrenched in provincial curricula in that it calls for the transmission of Canadian 

values, which only reflect those of the dominant group (Redwing Saunders & Hill, 2007). 

In addition, Critical Race Theory maintains that the pedagogy used by many teachers 
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begins from the starting point that minority students are deficient (Sterzuk, 2011). 

Redwing Saunders and Hill (2007) advocate that mainstream pedagogy is a barrier 

because teachers have been taught and trained that they are the masters of the content and 

are in place to teach students how and what to think.  

 Incorporating Aboriginal content into the curriculum is done through three 

methods: specific classes designed to teach Aboriginal culture and languages, such as 

Indigenous studies or Native Studies classes; incorporating Aboriginal content 

throughout subject area classes such as English language arts or math; and through 

incorporating Aboriginal content into extra-curricular clubs. In their interviews with 

Aboriginal students from Winnipeg’s inner city, Silver, Mallett, Greene, and Simard 

(2002) explained how participants remarked that classes designed to teach Aboriginal 

culture and languages are important and that they matter to Aboriginal students. The 

authors explained that Aboriginal students want courses designed to teach Aboriginal 

culture because they want to learn more about themselves, their culture, and their history, 

as this information is lacking among Aboriginal youth. The same participants noted that 

extra-curricular activities such as pow-wow clubs or token sharing circles that happen 

only periodically were not adequate to meet their objectives of learning about themselves 

(p. 21). Additionally, Silver et al. (2007) argued that Aboriginal history and culture has to 

be infused throughout the curriculum. It has to be something that all students are exposed 

to on a regular basis throughout all their classes. Redwing Saunders and Hill (2007) refer 

to this idea as authentic education. They describe authenticity as allowing “students a 

place within the curriculum where they may be Native, yet not societal tokens; where 

they are true designers of their curriculum, not merely puppets within the larger 
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assessment strategy; and where they are active players, not just recipients of information” 

(p. 1016).  

In the fall of 2008, the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education mandated treaty 

education in the provincial school system from Kindergarten to Grade 12 in an attempt to 

incorporate Aboriginal history and culture into all provincial curricula. The then 

Education Minister Ken Krawetz noted, “learning about treaties also promotes cultural 

appreciation and understanding through teachings that respect and honour First Nations” 

(Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2009d). However, Kanu (2005) identified that 

teacher’s lack of pedagogical content knowledge is a significant barrier to incorporating 

Aboriginal content. Specifically, non-Aboriginal teachers’ “lack of knowledge about 

Aboriginal content, topics, and issues and about Aboriginal cultural ways of learning 

make it difficult for them to act as cultural brokers when translating the curriculum to 

Aboriginal students” (p. 57). Conversely, it may not be that teachers have a limited 

understanding of Aboriginal peoples including their history, and culture. Rather, it may 

be that their understanding is informed by dominant discourses (Dion, 2007; Schick & St. 

Denis, 2005). In addition, Leonardo (2004) notes that provincial curricula fails to 

encourage students of all racial backgrounds to critique White domination. In other 

words, “schools may teach White students to naturalize their unearned privileges, but 

they also willingly participate in such discourses which maintains their sense of 

humanity” [emphasis in original] (p. 144). Therefore, the curriculum remains Eurocentric 

and mono-cultural (Brayboy, Castagno, & Maughan, 2007; Howard, 2006). 
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Teachers and Administrators 

The first areas of influence on Aboriginal students in school are teachers and 

administrators. Crystal, Killen, and Ruck (2010) identify that teacher-student 

relationships are a critical motivating aspect of school success and academic 

achievement. In addition, Howard (2006) noted that teacher attitudes have a significant 

effect on the way students perceive their school experience. However, in studies that 

examined the opinions of students who were failing in school, the problematic nature of 

the cross-cultural teacher-student relationship was a recurring theme (Van Ingen & Halas, 

2006). Racism is prevalent in schools, particularly in the different perceptions between 

the Aboriginal students and their White teachers. White teachers can lack a critical social 

consciousness about what their Aboriginal students experience (Halas, 2011). This can be 

explained by the fact that there is disconnect, on cultural and class grounds, between 

Aboriginal students and their largely White, middle class teachers. Although Aboriginal 

students and community members identify that many teachers are trying, Aboriginal 

students and non-Aboriginal teachers occupy two different worlds, separated by lines of 

culture, class, and racialization (Silver et al., 2002, p. 17). Halas (2011) refers to this 

separation when she speaks of the “deep disconnect between what [Aboriginal students] 

were saying and what some of your teachers were hearing or experiencing” (p. 9). 

Most school structures are White, middle-class institutions, and most teachers are 

White, middle-class people. In their study of Aboriginal education in inner city schools in 

Winnipeg, Silver et al. (2002) identified that one in three students have not had a single 

Aboriginal teacher (p. 19). The findings in Saskatchewan may be similar as in 2010, only 

6.6% of teachers in the entire province were identified as being of Aboriginal descent 
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along with 5.3% of administrators (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 55). As 

a result, there is a cultural, class and race divide between schools and teachers, and most 

Aboriginal students and their families. Furthermore, most non-Aboriginal, middle class 

teachers are unaware of the different set of cultural values that their Aboriginal students 

and families hold (Silver et al., 2002, p. 15). Sefa Dei et al. (1997) explain that the reason 

many teachers fail to recognize the impact of social cultural exclusion is because of their 

own “immersion in the normalcy of Whiteness” and the standardization of middle-class 

values and perceptions (p. 141).  

It is also important to examine how teachers take up the teaching of Aboriginal 

content in their classrooms. Dion (2007) explains how fears of introducing controversial 

subject material and of introducing content that challenges students’ understanding of the 

dominant stories of Canadian history prevent some teachers from engaging with 

Aboriginal content in their classrooms (p. 331). Dion (2009) explains,  

when teachers take up the task of teaching about Aboriginal people, they are 

enacting historically structured social forms that organize, regulate, and legitimate 

specific ways of thinking and communicating. The discourse of the romantic, 

mythical Other is enacted through the teachers. (p. 64).  

Teachers take up dominant discourses as a way of protecting themselves from “having to 

recognize their own attachment to and implication in knowledge of the history of the 

relationship between Aboriginal people and Canadians” (Dion, 2007, p. 331). Therefore, 

Dion (2007) believes that teachers require increased opportunities to learn about and to 

“learn from” the history of the relationship between Aboriginal peoples and Canadians 

(p. 340). 
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Finally, many authors have suggested that a solution to these identified problems 

is to hire more Aboriginal teachers (Bazylak, 2002; Levin, 2009; Silver et al., 2002; St. 

Denis, 2010). More Aboriginal teachers, they said, would contribute to overcoming the 

distance between schools and Aboriginal students and their families, and would make 

both students and parents feel more comfortable in schools (Bazylak, 2002; Silver et al., 

2002). However, it is not just a matter of putting more Aboriginal teachers in the 

classroom despite how important this would be. It is also that White teachers must 

understand Aboriginal history and culture, and must understand what it is to be 

Aboriginal (Silver et al., 2002, p. 20). Therefore, it is imperative that White teachers 

engage in the process of decolonization in order to be able to understand these important 

concepts. Furthermore, it is then important that White teachers turn the gaze back upon 

themselves to understand Whiteness, power, and their place within society. 

Racism 

Racism is a pervasive and consistent element in the schooling experiences of 

Aboriginal youth. Students experience racism in a number of ways and from a variety of 

sources, including “paternalism,” prejudice, “harmful assumptions,” low expectations, 

stereotypes, violence, and “biased curricular materials” (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008, p. 

951).  

Racism can be thought of as “representational practices and performances that 

create and reproduce racialized categories, discriminatory practices of exclusion and 

inclusion, and consequences of both subjugation and empowerment” (Montgomery, 

2013, p. 6). There are many types of racism identified in the literature, including overt, 

covert, and institutional. In their study of Aboriginal high school students, Silver et al. 



31 
 

 
 

(2002) learned that a significant number of students felt that there was racism in their 

school and that much of the racism they described was overt. In particular, the students 

identified overt racism in the form of stereotyping and name-calling. It was noted, 

however, that some Aboriginal students, especially those who are light-skinned and who 

do not appear to be Aboriginal, may not see or may experience racism differently. In 

addition, students in Brady’s (1996) study confirmed the examples of overt racism when 

they identified areas of the school where “Indian students” were not allowed (p. 11). 

Students also experienced covert racism which Silver et al. (2002) define as “the 

buried stereotypes that many non-Aboriginal people carry in their heads” (p. 3). St. Denis 

(2010) and Silver et al. (2002) discovered that a common form of covert racism appeared 

in lower expectations held for First Nations and Métis students as opposed to the 

expectations held for non-Aboriginal students. This may lead to streaming Aboriginal 

students into non-academic programs or too quickly pushing them into special education. 

Through interviewing students and teachers of color, Sheets and Gay (1996) found that 

although racism was “under cover”, it was “intentional, deliberate, and conscious” (p. 

85). Their study revealed that both students and teachers felt racism was a motivating 

factor in disciplinary actions toward students. 

Finally, students experience institutional racism in many forms. Wise (2011) 

defines institutional racism as that which allows racial disparity to be produced and 

maintained as the product of normal operating procedures. Silver et al. (2002) identify 

that one example of institutional racism is the predominance of non-Aboriginal people 

working in the education system. They note that an Aboriginal student coming into a high 

school and seeing that almost none of the teaching and administrative staff members are 
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Aboriginal “is likely to feel that the school is an alien institution” (p. 25). In addition, 

institutional racism can be seen in the use of textbooks that advance subjects and 

perspectives from the dominant culture or textbooks that depict Canada as a multicultural 

nation having overcome racism from the past. In both instances, Aboriginal peoples are 

constructed as the Other (Montgomery, 2008; Silver et al., 2002). Finally, standardized 

testing, “which takes almost no account of cultural difference, is another form of 

institutionalized racism” (Silver et al., 2002, p. 25). This problem of racism in schools 

and the education system must be exposed so that people have an understanding of the 

discourses that are being enacted and so that change can begin to happen.  

Whiteness 

Huber et al. (2002) describe how it is unfeasible to attend to the stories of 

Aboriginal children without also attending to stories of the Whiteness of the researcher. 

This is because issues of Whiteness lie at the very core of educational policy and practice 

(Apple, 2004). White privilege is defined as a system of opportunities, benefits, and 

advantages conferred upon people just because they are White (Leonardo, 2004; 

Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). Therefore, race is an organizing principle that cuts across 

class, gender, and other imaginable social identities. Whites as a racial group secure 

supremacy in almost all facets of social life (Leonardo, 2004, p. 140). Whiteness, then, 

becomes inseparable from humanity, individuality, and personal freedom (Vaught & 

Castago, 2008). Wise (2011) explains this principle when he writes that being a member 

of the majority, dominant group allows one to ignore how race shapes his life. For those 

called White, Whiteness simply is. Whiteness becomes, “the unspoken, interrogated 

norm, taken for granted, much as water can be taken for granted by a fish” (p. 2). White 
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privilege is often expressed through majoritarian stories, that privilege “Whites, men, the 

middle and/or upper class, and heterosexuals by naming these social locations as natural 

or normative points of reference,” thereby silencing the experiences of people of color 

(Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 28). Howard (2006) suggests a remedy for this silence in 

the need to identify Whites as ethnics who have their own histories and identities. 

“Without a recognition that Whites are ethnic – a designation usually reserved for 

anybody who is not White, and sometimes for those groups of European heritage that 

have not quite “’melted’ into the pot – it is too easy to characterize Whites as ‘normal’ 

and others as ‘different’ or ‘exotic’”  (p. xv). 

 It is important for White teachers to “recognize their complicity in creating and 

supporting the conditions in schools that lead to failure for so many students of color” 

(Howard, 2006, p. xv). This is because the societal systems, including schooling, that 

sustain the reign of White race privilege are  

peopled and the concurrent, interactive acts of individuals and systems inexorably 

reinforce and entrench pervasive racial power across institutions, sites, and 

events. (Vaught & Castago, 2008, p. 96)  

In fact, White institutions create power hierarchies with or without the immediate 

presence of White students (Vaught & Castago, 2008). Therefore, Howard (2006) argues 

the transformation of White teachers is defined by both pain and possibility. 

Coming to terms with one’s identity is a formidable task. This is true for all 

people, but for Whites it is especially troublesome because admitting that they 

have benefited unfairly from their White skin is not only personally disturbing, 
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but also challenges head-on the myths of meritocracy and fair play with which 

they have been raised. (p. xvi). 

Theoretical Framework – Critical Race Theory 

In light of the centrality of race and racialization to this study, Critical Race 

Theory is an important theoretical framework through which to understand and hear the 

stories of the Aboriginal participants. Critical Race Theory was developed in academic 

legal circles to respond to “the inability of traditional legal discourses, to respond to and 

address the race-ethnicity issues that significantly shape American laws, politics, and 

administrative policies” (Crosland Nebeker, 1998, pp. 26–27). Critical Race Theory is, 

thus, both an outgrowth of and separate entity from an earlier legal movement called 

critical legal studies (CLS) (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Yosso, 2005). Critical Race Theory 

draws from a broad literature base of critical theory in law, sociology, history, ethnic 

studies and women’s studies (Yosso, 2005). In education, Critical Race Theory is a 

framework or set of basic insights, perspectives, methods, and pedagogies that seeks to 

identify, analyze, and transform those structural and cultural aspects of education that 

maintain subordinate and dominant racial positions both in and out of the classroom 

(Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).  

It is crucial to note that “race” is an ideological or social construction and that 

race as a biological concept has been discredited (McLaren, 2007; Painter, 2010; Sensoy 

& DiAngelo, 2012). Rather, “race is a construction, set of fully social relationships” 

[emphasis in original] (Apple, 2004, p. 74). However, Critical Race Theory scholars use 

the term racism to examine the cultural processes where race is involved as an 

explanation (Desmoulins, 2009). In particular, Critical Race Theory addresses the social 
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construct of race by examining the ideology of racism. Critical Race Theory 

acknowledges that despite the scientific rejection of race as a “legitimate biological 

concept,” race continues to be “a powerful social construct and signifier [emphasis in 

original]” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 8). It begins with the notion that racism is normal, 

not aberrant, in society and, in fact, is a pervasive, systemic condition. Racism can be 

understood as “banal, everyday experiences of racialized social oppressions that are 

discursively mediated and tied to the material world through social and political 

institutions of exclusionary/inclusionary power and through the consequences resulting 

from the defense and reproduction of this power” (Montgomery, 2008, p. 86). Therefore, 

racism is a vast system that structures the institutions and relationships of society. It 

adapts to socio-cultural changes by altering its expression but it never diminishes or 

disappears (Vaught & Castago, 2008). In other words, racism is often well disguised in 

the rhetoric of shared normative values. Because it is so prevalent in the social order, 

racism appears normal for people in the culture (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Yosso, 2005). 

Critical Race Theory is a framework that can be used to theorize, examine and challenge 

the ways race and racism “implicitly and explicitly impact social structures, practices, 

and discourses” (Yosso, 2005, p. 70).  

Initially, Critical Race Theory scholarship was focused toward a Black/White 

binary. This is because of its early focus on Civil Rights legislation in the United States. 

Later, this position was challenged by women and people of color because they felt their 

gendered, classed, sexual, immigrant and language experiences and histories were being 

silenced. Yosso (2005) explains that  



36 
 

 
 

by offering a two-dimensional discourse, the Black/White binary limits 

understandings of the multiple ways in which African Americans, Native 

Americans, Asian/Pacific Islanders, Chicanas/os, and Latinas/os continue to 

experience, respond to, and resist racism and other forms of oppression. (p. 72).  

Therefore, branches of Critical Race Theory have emerged. For example, the branch of 

Critical Race Theory examining the experiences of Native Americans is referred to as 

TribalCrit and the branch examining the experiences of Chicanas/os, and Latinas/os is 

referred to as LatCrit (Brayboy, 2005; Yosso, 2005). However, it is important to note that 

these branches are not mutually exclusive or in competition with one another. As Ladson-

Billings (2005) points out, “the real issue is not necessarily the Black/White binary as 

much as it is the way everyone regardless of his/her declared racial and ethnic identity is 

positioned in relation to Whiteness [emphasis in original]” (p. 116). Therefore, all the 

branches add to efforts to continue to expand this dialogue to recognize the ways in 

which the struggles for social justice are limited by discourses that silence the multiple 

experiences of all people of color (Yosso, 2005). 

 Critical Race Theory and methodology in education have five elements that form 

their basic insights, perspectives, methodology, and pedagogy. First is “the intercentricity 

of race and racism with other forms of subordination” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 25). 

This is the idea that Critical Race Theory starts from the premise that race and racism are 

endemic, permanent, and central to defining and explaining the experiences of 

individuals. Next is “the challenge to dominant ideology” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, p. 

26), which challenges the traditional claims that educational institutions make toward 

objectivity, meritocracy, colorblindness, race neutrality, and equal opportunity. In 
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addition, critical race methodology in education challenges White privilege and rejects 

notions of “neutral” or “objective” research. The third element is “the commitment to 

social justice” (Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001, p. 313). This element states that 

critical race methodology offers a transformative response to racial, gender, and class 

opposition. It does so by recognizing that multiple layers of oppression and 

discrimination are met with multiple forms of resistance. Fourth is “the centrality of 

experiential knowledge” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 33) which states the experiential 

knowledge of people is legitimate, appropriate, and critical to understanding, analyzing, 

and teaching about racial subordination. In doing so, critical race methodology in 

education challenges traditional research paradigms, texts, and theories used to explain 

the experiences of people of color. Finally “the interdisciplinary perspective” (Solorzano 

& Delgado Bernal, 2001, p. 314) perspective challenges ahistorism and the 

unidisciplinary focus of most analyses and insists on analyzing race and racism by 

placing them in both historical and contemporary contexts (Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 

2001; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002; Yosso, 2005). 

It is important to note that Critical Race Theory is not primarily the study of 

people of color. In fact, the examination of Whiteness is central to a critical race analysis. 

This is because unacknowledged White privilege and supremacy helps maintain racism’s 

stories (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). It is because of the meaning and value of Whiteness 

that Critical Race Theory is “an important intellectual and social tool for deconstruction, 

reconstruction, and construction: deconstruction of oppressive structures and discourses, 

reconstruction of human agency, and construction of equitable and socially just relations 

of power” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 9). In doing so, Critical Race Theory offers 
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criticisms to discourses of color-blindness and multiculturalism because both of these 

discourses serve to maintain White privilege and supremacy.  

Howard (2006) explains that a declaration of color-blindness assumes that people 

can erase their racial categories, ignore differences, and thereby achieve an illusory state 

of sameness and equality. It therefore treats race as an irrelevant, invisible, and taboo 

topic. Color-blindness also assumes that the mere perception of difference is a problem. 

Howard (2006) describes how those who advocate using the discourse of color-blindness 

believe “If I see race, I must be a racist. If I don’t see color, or other differences, they will 

go away” (p. 57). However, Wise (2011) notes that studies indicate people notice color 

almost immediately. Therefore, to not see color is to not see the “consequences of color” 

[emphasis in original] (p. 67). Rosenberg (2004) highlights how teachers believe that 

employing this strategy is a way to treat all students fairly. In reality, it has only served to 

silence criticisms from people of color. According to Critical Race Theory, Whites’ 

refusal to see color is the equivalent of a denial of non-White perspectives (Crosland 

Nebeker, 1998). Additionally, multicultural education strives to welcome and affirm 

difference, usually through celebration. However, as Bazylak (2002) notes, 

“multiculturalism as a tool for achieving equity often falls short of its objective” (p. 142). 

This is because the discourse of multiculturalism overlooks the historical and systemic 

discrimination faced by non-White European cultures. In the classroom, multicultural 

education is most often incorporated by providing students with opportunities to increase 

their awareness of “other” cultures (Moreno, 2010). Therefore, multicultural discourses 

are also problematic because they support the normalizing of White student behaviors 

and thus belittle the attitudes, cultures, and ways of knowing offered by students of color 
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(Crosland Nebeker, 1998). In addition, multicultural discourses are problematic for 

Aboriginal peoples in particular because they are equated with other racialized minorities, 

particularly ethnic immigrants. Doing so, “erases the specific and unique location of 

Aboriginal peoples as Indigenous to this land by equating them with multicultural and 

immigrant groups” (St. Denis, 2011, p. 311). 

Critical Race Theory scholars utilize personal narratives and stories as valid forms 

of evidence. They believe that stories challenge the positivist approach to documenting 

inequity or discrimination from a quantitative perspective (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005). 

Critical race theorists believe people of color speak with experiential knowledge about 

the structured racism in society (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Sterzuk, 2011). One important 

function of stories in Critical Race Theory scholarship is to counteract the stories of the 

dominant group (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005; Duncan, 2005; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). 

The belief is that stories provide the necessary context for understanding, feeling, and 

interpreting the experiences of people of color (Ladson-Billings, 1998). However, it is 

important to note that it is not enough to simply tell the stories of people of color. These 

stories must be subjected to a rigorous analysis using the Critical Race Theory lens. To 

that end, the stories must move people to action (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005). 

 The stories told using Critical Race Theory are termed storytelling, counter-

storytelling, or analysis of narrative (Crosland Nebeker, 1998). Counter-story is defined 

as a method of telling the stories of the people whose experiences are not often heard. 

The counter-story is “a tool for exposing, analyzing, and challenging the majoritarian 

stories of racial privilege” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 32). Stories and counter-stories 

serve four functions. First, they can build community, consensus, and a common culture 
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of shared understandings among those at the margins by putting a human face to 

educational theory and practice (Crosland Nebeker, 1998; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). 

Second, they can challenge the perceived wisdom of the dominant group by providing a 

context to understand and transform established belief systems (Parker & Lynn, 2002; 

Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). Therefore, stories and counter-stories can serve to destroy. 

They can show the dominant group that commonly held beliefs are ridiculous, self-

serving, or cruel (Crosland Nebeker, 1998; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). Solorzano and 

Yosso (2002) note that it is important to remember that counter-stories need not be 

created only as a direct response to majoritarian stories. This is because the third function 

of stories is that “they can open new windows into the reality of those at the margins of 

society by showing possibilities beyond the ones they live and demonstrating that they 

are not alone in their position” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 36). Finally, stories and 

counter stories have the ability to educate. This occurs when members of the dominant 

group combine elements from the story and their current reality, to construct another 

reality that is richer than both (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). 

 An important aspect of storytelling is the idea of voice. Voice is “the assertion 

and acknowledgement of the importance of the personal and community experiences of 

people of color as sources of knowledge” (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005, p. 10). However, it 

is important to note that the term voice does not imply that there is a common voice for 

all persons of color. Instead, it implies there is a common experience of racism that 

structures the stories of people of color (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005). The voice 

component of Critical Race Theory provides a way to communicate the experience and 

realities of the oppressed (Ladson-Billings, 1998).  
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Dixson and Rousseau (2005) emphasize that Critical Race Theory should be used 

to examine the role of race and racism in education. This is important because, as 

Crosland Nebeker (1998), borrowing from Paulo Frèire, explains education is never 

neutral. Critical Race Theory is a set of “insights, perspectives, methods, and pedagogies 

that seek to identify, analyze, and transform the structural and cultural aspects of 

education that maintain subordinate and dominant racial positions in and out of the 

classroom” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 25). Critical Race Theory challenges the 

dominant discourses on race and racism as they relate to education by examining how 

educational theory, structures, practices, and discourses are used to subordinate and 

marginalize students (Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Yosso, 2005).  

There are four ways that Critical Race Theory is valuable to studies in education. 

First, as an analytical approach, Critical Race Theory provides ways of noticing 

Whiteness. School curriculum, from a critical race perspective, is viewed as a culturally 

specific artifact designed to maintain White supremacy (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Sterzuk, 

2011). Specifically, race factors into how the school curriculum is developed and how 

pedagogy and policy are implemented (Yosso, 2005). Ladson-Billings (1998) provides 

one example of how pedagogy maintains White supremacy in her discussion of teachers’ 

instructional practices. She writes that teachers consider instruction to be a generic set of 

teaching tools that should work for all students. She suggests that when these strategies 

fail to achieve desired results, “the students, not the techniques, are then found to be 

lacking” (p. 19). However, it is not just the distortions and omissions of the history of 

people of color or the stereotypes of people of color contained in the curriculum that must 

be considered when looking at the curriculum from a critical race perspective. Ladson-
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Billings (1998) notes that it is also “the rigor of the curriculum and access to what is 

deemed “enriched” curriculum via gifted and talented courses and classes” (p. 18). 

Secondly, Critical Race Theory perceives present-day pedagogy as viewing minority 

students as deficient (Sterzuk, 2011). It suggests that current instructional strategies 

presume that students of color are lacking. Writing in terms of African American 

students, Ladson-Billings (1998) explains that “classroom teachers are engaged in a 

never-ending quest for ‘the right strategy or technique’ to deal with (read: control) ‘at-

risk’ African American students. Approaches for African American students typically 

involve some aspect of remediation (p. 19). Finally, when viewed through the lens of 

Critical Race Theory, standardized intelligence testing is nothing more than an organized 

attempt to legitimize the deficiency of students of color under the pretext of scientific 

rationalism (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Sterzuk, 2011).  

Crosland Nebeker (1998) addresses the place of White scholars in education 

saying that they can use to the tools of Critical Race Theory to inform other Whites who 

hold positions of power and leadership in education. She notes that “Committed White 

persons” can help to deconstruct the racially biased school structures and they can work 

to dismantle policies that shape tracking and curriculum development decisions (p. 39). 

“Dedicated Whites”, also known as allies, can develop new versions of Whiteness that do 

not seek racial privileges over others (p. 40). Finally, “Sincere Whites” can work with 

people of color to generate new ways to address educational issues equitably (p. 39). 

 Halas (2011) identifies a need for White and Aboriginal peoples to work together. 

She describes how this work will be done in the intercultural “meeting places” where the 

square (European Worldview) meets the circle (Indigenous Worldview) and overlap (p. 
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5). Here, she identifies that despite the fact that the two cultures have different 

worldviews, there is a place of overlap that allows for mutual understanding. Ermine 

(2007) also describes a framework for how people of “two separate races1”, particularly 

Aboriginal and White, are able to work together. He terms this place the ethical space and 

explains that the ethical space is formed when two societies, with disparate worldviews, 

are poised to engage each other. “The ethical space of engagement proposes a framework 

as a way of examining the diversity and positioning of Indigenous peoples and Western 

society in the pursuit of a relevant discussion on Indigenous issues” (p. 193). He writes 

that it is in the interactions in the space in between them that contributes to the 

development of a framework for dialogue between human communities. In addition, the 

ethical space, at the “field of convergence for disparate systems”, can become a place of 

possibility in cross-cultural relations (p. 202). The ethical space can become “a place of 

shifting the status quo of an asymmetrical social order to a partnership model” between 

human communities (p. 203). The new partnership model of the ethical space, in a 

cooperative spirit between Indigenous peoples and Western institutions, will “create new 

currents of thought that flow in different directions and overrun the old ways of thinking” 

(p. 203). 

  

                                                 
1 The fact that Halas chooses to use the term “cultures” while Ermine uses the word “races” may be a result 
of the fact that Halas is working from a European worldview while Ermine is working from an Aboriginal 
worldview. 
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Chapter 3: The Research Design 

A Narrative Approach to Research 

 This narrative approach to research is situated within a Critical Race Theory 

framework because of the value of story as a means of speaking back to dominance. 

Rather than being a narrative inquiry that understands experience within a three 

dimensional space, my research draws on aspects of narrative inquiry to make sense of 

the experiences of my participants within the CRT framework. 

 Narrative research finds its roots in theorists such as John Dewey. For Dewey 

experience is both personal and social; and both are always present. People are 

individuals and need to be understood as such, but they cannot be understood only as 

individuals. They are always in relation, always in a social context (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000, p. 2). According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), the term 

‘experience’ helps explain such matters as an individual child’s learning. It also helps to 

explain the understanding that the child’s learning takes place with other children, with a 

teacher, in a classroom, in a community, and so on. Even when the narrative inquirer is 

studying institutional narratives, the narrative inquirer recognizes that people compose 

the lives that shape and are shaped by social and cultural narratives (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000; Schaeffer, 2010). Because education and educational studies are a form 

of experience, and because humans understand experience in narrative ways, it makes 

sense to study the world narratively (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Narrative is one of the 

forms through which life events are conjoined into coherent, meaningful, unified themes 

(Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 126). Thus, narrative is one way of representing and 

understanding experience (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  
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 Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr (2007) identify that a narrative approach “is a 

methodology that frequently appeals to teachers and teacher educators” (p. 21). They 

attribute this to teachers daily encounters with stories so that they are at ease with 

thinking about, telling, and listening to stories. Additionally, Goodson and Scherto (2011) 

describe that narrative research “combines a modern interest in learning, understanding 

and a concern for agency and human action with postmodern concerns such as discourse 

and power, forcing the social sciences to develop new theories and methods and new 

ways of talking about the self and society” (p. 20). Furthermore, while narratives provide 

opportunities to gain insights into the lived experience of individuals, it can also 

illuminate an understanding of the culture as a whole.  

 Furthermore, Goodson and Scherto (2011) explain that stories can function as 

political responses, “broadcasting voices that are excluded from or neglected within 

dominant political structures and processes” (p. 20). Here, people from marginalized 

groups reveal their own truths about the social systems and institutions as they experience 

them. Delgado (1989) references this idea in his description of the power of 

counterstories. Specifically he writes that, “stories can shatter complacency and challenge 

the status quo” (p. 2414). He describes the ways this is achieved: through opening new 

windows into reality not experienced by those in the dominant group and by showing 

what the dominant group believes is ridiculous, self-serving, or cruel.  

Narrative research is located in the qualitative research tradition of which 

Creswell (2007) describes five major methodological traditions: narrative, 

phenomenological, grounded theory, ethnographic, and case study. Narrative differs from 

the other qualitative traditions in the number of individuals that are studied and the 
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methods by which the researcher hopes to understand the problem. Narrative is described 

as “studying one or two individuals, gathering data through the collection of their stories, 

reporting individual experiences, and chronologically ordering the means of those 

experiences” (Creswell, 2007, p. 54). As a research methodology, a narrative approach 

brings “theoretical ideas about the nature of human life as lived to bear on educational 

experience as lived” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 3). It is the study of experience as 

story and, therefore, the methodology is a way of thinking about experience (Leiblich, 

Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998). A narrative approach can be used in both basic and 

applied research. Narrative methods can be considered “real-life measures” that are 

appropriate when “real-life problems are investigated” (Leiblich et al., 1998, p. 5). 

The underlying assumption of a narrative approach to research is that there is 

neither a single, absolute truth in human reality nor one correct reading or interpretation 

of a text (Leiblich et al., 1998). Hinchman & Hinchman (1997) define narratives as 

“discourses with a clear sequential order that connect events in a meaningful way or a 

definite audience and thus offer insights about the world and/or people’s experiences of 

it” (as cited in Goodson & Scherto, 2011, p. 4). Therefore, a narrative approach to 

research can be used for comparison among groups, to learn about a social phenomenon 

or historical period, or to explore a positionality (Leiblich et al., 1998). 

 Narratives are composed around a particular wonder: a research puzzle. This 

research puzzle is usually referred to as the research problem or research question. 

However, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) caution that the language and wording can 

misrepresent the work of researchers using a narrative approach. They note, “problems 

carry with them qualities of clear definability and the expectations of solutions, but a 
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narrative approach carries more of a sense of a search, a ‘re-search,’ a searching again” 

(p. 124). This is because a narrative approach carries more of a sense of continuous 

reformulation of an inquiry than it does a sense of problem definition and solution. Once 

the puzzle has been outlined, individuals’ stories are gathered over time through a variety 

of means, which include hearing their stories, and collecting artifacts such as journals, 

diaries, observations, letters, and memos (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; MacIver, 2010). 

However, when researchers using a narrative approach are in the field, they are never 

there as disembodied recorders of someone else’s experience.  

Role of the Researcher 

 Schaeffer (2010) describes how certain types of research methods appear to 

consider the participant as a means to an end. In other words, participants are simply a 

source of data, and are not seen as an active part of the research. This is not the case 

when taking a narrative approach to research. This is because the relationship is viewed 

as collaboration between researcher and participants over time, in a place or series of 

places, and in social interaction with milieus (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The 

collaborative aspect comes from the place of the researcher during the research process. 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explain that in the field, narrative inquirers “settle in, live 

and work alongside participants, and come to experience not only what can be seen and 

talked about directly but also the things not said and not done that shape the narrative 

structure of their observations and their talking” (pp. 67–68). In fact, Schaeffer (2010) 

indicates that it is important for the researcher to treat the participants as active co-

researchers because of the importance of the individual’s lived experiences. Connelly and 

Clandinin (1990) identify several important issues in the research relationship: the 
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equality between participants, the caring situation, and the feelings of connectedness. 

Equality between the participants comes from the collaborative nature of the research 

process as all have a “mutual purpose and intention” (p. 21). Equality between 

participants is also created when the relationships between researchers and practitioners 

is “constructed as a caring community” (p. 22). Rodrigues (2010) also emphasizes how 

important developing the sense of equality was to her own narrative research. To 

highlight this importance, she describes several actions she took. She writes, “the group 

was informally approached before a formal request was made. This negotiation of entry 

was given particular attention in order to give a sense of equality between participants” 

(p. 93).  

Data Collection Method 

The research participants. The study took place at a small urban high school in 

Saskatchewan. The school serves a variety of different communities. The first community 

served by the school is a predominantly working class one. Within the community, many 

families live in low-income housing, rentals, and in multiple-family dwellings. There are 

a number of single parent families. The school also serves a middle class neighborhood. 

Within the community, home ownership is high, most families are dual income and there 

are less rental and multi-family homes. In addition, there is a large ethnic community 

within the school, including many immigrants from all over the world and a large 

Aboriginal community. Consequently, approximately 25% of the school’s population has 

a designation of English as an Additional Language (EAL) and approximately 23% of the 

school’s population has self-declared as Aboriginal.  
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Requests for participation in the study were sent out to 90 students. These 

students had identified themselves as being of Aboriginal descent (Status Indian, Non-

Status Indian, Métis, or Inuit) on their school registration form. Students who were taking 

a class from the researcher were excluded to avoid a potential conflict of interest in dual 

roles as teacher and researcher. Thus, 26 students were not sent out invitations to 

participate. 5 students responded to my request for research. The participant profiles 

follow at the beginning of Chapter 4.  

There are many possibilities for why only 5 students out of 90 responded to my 

request for participation. The first could be historical mistrust towards research that has 

been developed through almost 250 years of historical abuse of research towards 

Aboriginal peoples (Wilson, 2008). Wilson (2008) describes how in the past, research has 

been used against Aboriginal peoples and, even today, Aboriginal peoples are subjects of 

research that they see little benefit from. Another possibility could be the school’s 

inability to engage students. In chapter 1, I outlined some of problems of the school 

system and the subsequent effects on Aboriginal students. Therefore, the possibility of 

spending time with a teacher/researcher to discuss negative experiences would not seem 

appealing. The final reason for the low response rate could be the time commitment 

required to participate in this study. Participation required spending time with me four 

different times throughout the year. This meant the students had to give up time from 

extra-curricular activities, job commitments, commitments to family, and spending time 

with friends. 

The research events. Prior to the commencement of the interviews, the 

participants were mailed the letter of invitation to participate in the research (Appendix 
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A) and consent form (Appendix B). Included in the letter was also an invitation to 

parents/family members of the students (Appendix C). I informed potential participants 

and their parents/family members of the participant’s right to refuse to answer any 

questions or to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty at any time. Included 

with both letters was information about approval from the University of Regina Research 

Ethics Board (Appendix D). Four semi-structured interviews were then conducted with 

participants focusing around personal stories, stories of environment (place), stories of 

teachers and administrators, and stories of curriculum.   

The conversation on personal stories is of particular importance to the overall 

study. An essential part of establishing a research relationship in an Indigenous context is 

to follow appropriate protocols and to introduce oneself, and explain one’s ancestry and 

cultural background (Davis, 2004). Consequently, research designed to gather 

information from minoritized students about their schooling experience should pay 

attention to who the students are, their diversity, how they define themselves, and their 

perception of how others define them (Okolie, 2005). It is important to note the 

difference in worldview that is present. In a European setting, when people meet for the 

first time, they will probably ask each other who they are and what they do. In Aboriginal 

communities, people tend to ask others who they are, who their family is, and where they 

are from. The responses to these questions say much about each person’s languages, 

traditions, and customs, and help to create relationships (Alberta Education, 2005). 

Therefore, time was spent during the initial conversation getting to know the students 

relationally. In this meeting, I also attempted to establish that I was not simply a 

researcher but a participant in the construction of meaning.  



51 
 

 
 

The research setting. All interviews were conducted between November, 2012, 

and June, 2013, in one-to-one, in-person interviews in the school that the participants 

attended and in which I was a teacher. The interviews were conducted in various 

locations within the school such as empty classrooms, the library, and conference rooms 

to ensure that we would not face interruptions from students or faculty and to ensure that 

the participants’ confidentiality would be maintained. The participants were given the 

option to conduct the interviews at an alternate location but all the participants requested 

to be interviewed at the school for the sake of convenience. The interviews took place 

during the lunch hour, after school, and on holidays when no students or teachers were in 

the building. Each interview lasted between 20 and 60 minutes. 

Data recording procedures. Each interview was recorded using an audio 

recorder. The fact that the interviews would be audio recorded was included on the 

participant consent form so that potential participants and their parents/guardians/family 

members would be aware. Furthermore, prior to the commencement of the first interview, 

I explained to each of the participants the purpose of the audio recorder and how the 

transcription process would work and obtained a verbal consent to record the interviews.  

Immediately following each interview, I recorded reflective ethnographic notes 

that focused on my personal thoughts about the interview. Following the interview, I 

transcribed the interview for the participant and gave him/her a copy to review and make 

any changes, additions, or deletions they felt was necessary. 

  Due to the nature of my methodological approach, participants often shared 

stories of a deeply personal nature that included sensitive topics such as dissatisfaction 

with school administration, racism amongst teaching staff, and private conversations that 
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took place between teachers and the student participants. Accordingly, I take my 

responsibility as guardian of data very seriously and have taken “all measures available to 

ensure that data is kept confidential and secure and that participant identities remain 

private” (Costello, 2011, p. 44).  

Strategies for validity of data. In narrative research, the definition of validation 

is trustworthiness. It is the degree to which other researchers “turn to, rely or will rely on, 

and use the concepts, methods, and inferences of a practice as the basis for their own 

theorizing, research, or practice” (Lyons & LaBoskey, 2002, p. 6). Using the word 

‘trustworthy’ rather than ‘truth’ has a significant implication in research because 

“focusing on trustworthiness rather than truth displaces validation from its traditional 

location in a presumably objective and neutral reality and moves it to the social world – a 

world constructed in and through our discourse and actions, through praxis” (Lyons & 

LaBoskey, 2002, p. 20). 

A narrative approach relies on criteria other than validity, reliability, and 

generalizability as defined in other forms of research, particularly in quantitative 

research. Leiblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber (1998) support this claim when they state 

that narrative research “does not require replicability of results as a criterion for its 

evaluation” (p. 10). Instead, validity in narrative research is characterized by “a reliance 

on a dynamic interplay of theory, methods, and findings over the course of the study” 

(Lyons & LaBoskey, 2002, p. 19). To achieve validity, the researcher must provide 

concrete examples of his/her practice, fully elaborated so that other members of the 

research community “can judge for themselves their ‘trustworthiness’ and the validity of 

observations, interpretations” (p. 20). Leiblich et al. (1998) reiterate this statement saying 
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that researchers are responsible for “providing a systematic and coherent rationale or their 

choice of methods as well as a clear exposition of the selected processes that have 

produced their results” (p. 2).  

One important area to note is with the evidence in the form of storied texts as it is 

different from statistics or scores found through observations. Polkinghorne (2007) 

describes this difference noting, “storied evidence is gathered not to determine if events 

actually happened but about the meaning experienced by people” (p. 479). Therefore, 

researchers are seeking narrative trustworthiness and personal meaning rather than 

historical accuracy. 

Polkinghorne (1988) suggests that the result of narrative research produces a 

document that people use to establish the significance of past events and to anticipate the 

consequences of future actions. He maintains that the purpose of the validation process is 

to “convince the readers of the likelihood that the support for the claim is strong enough 

that the claim can serve as a basis for understanding” of the human realm (Polkinghorne, 

2007, p. 476). Thus, as Lyons and LaBoskey (2002) state, if the reader’s overall 

assessment of a study’s trustworthiness is high enough for them to act on it, they are 

indicating that the findings have a sufficient degree of validity.  

 During data collection, I was acutely aware of my influence on the stories the 

participants told. First, my role began with the writing of my own story that I shared with 

students at the beginning of the first interview similar to the story shared at the beginning 

of this thesis. This process influenced the autobiographical stories the participants chose 

to share. I often found that the participants mirrored their stories with mine: I shared 

about my grandparents and so did the participants. I gave an account of my educational 
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career and so did they. In addition, I was aware of how my questions during the 

conversation could foreground one story over another. Therefore, I tried to keep the 

questions as general as possible to allow the participants to decide what stories were the 

most important to tell. For example, in the section on teachers and administrators, I asked 

the students to “tell me about a time when you had a positive experience or relationship 

with a teacher” thus allowing them to tell a story that was from any time or place and 

could include a coach, Elder, or intern, depending on their definition of teacher. Finally, 

in the interpretation of the texts, I was also attuned to what the participants did not say as 

much as what they did say. 

 Data analysis. After I had transcribed the conversation, I gave the transcript to 

the participants to make corrections, insertions, and/or deletions to what they had said. In 

some cases, I asked follow up questions, intending to clarify or further explain comments 

made during the interviews. This process allowed for the creation of additional field 

texts, as many times, the participants added details to the stories that allowed for 

additional dialogue and conversation. This was additionally added to the texts. In almost 

all cases, participants chose to remove words, particularly the words “um” and “like”. 

Two of the participants commented, “I can’t believe how much I say ‘like’” during this 

process. The participants’ reactions to reading the transcripts were similar to the 

participants in Cameron’s (2012) study over the use of non-standard versus standard 

language. One participant in Cameron’s (2012) study noted, “a word-for-word 

transcription of a face-to-face interview is bound to have some ‘on the spot’ answers that 

are not completely thought out or put in correct grammatical form” (p. 12). He then 

describes “the big question is whether or not cleaning up these responses compromises 



55 
 

 
 

the factuality or credibility of these interviews. I don’t think it does” (p. 12). 

Consequently, I was comfortable in helping the participants to ‘clean up’ their transcripts 

in order to change the informal and conversational language. 

 It is also important to acknowledge that despite my best efforts to get to know the 

students relationally, the process is imbued with power. This became evident to me when 

I gave Pocahontas2 her first transcription. During this time, Pocahontas spent time with 

me going over the transcribed interview and discussing ideas that came up from the 

interview including requests from me for clarification of details and events. However, at 

the end of our session, Pocahontas asked if she could take the transcript home. Wanting 

to give her sufficient time/space, I readily agreed. However, when she brought the 

transcript back, it was apparent that someone else had added in details, specifically dates 

of moves that had happened when she was very young. When I asked Pocahontas about 

it, she told me that it was her mom. When I asked her why she felt the need for her mom 

to check over the transcript, she told me it was because “the people at the university are 

going to see this” (December 2012). Thus, Pocahontas is aware of the fact that there is a 

power deferential between her and people who work in institutions of higher learning. As 

a result, she attempted to make her story more authentic by ensuring that her account was 

accurate.  

 When performing data analysis, the researcher synthesizes the data to make 

meaning. The researcher starts by looking at specific data and ending with categories and 

patterns. Therefore, the process of data analysis is also “iterative and recursive, going 

                                                 
2 Pseudonym. All names have been changed to protect the identities of the participants and the subjects. 
Pocahontas was the pseudonym that the participant chose for herself. In choosing the name, the participant 
wanted everyone to be aware of her Aboriginal heritage. As a researcher, I am aware of the problematic 
nature of her choice of name, particularly how it calls forth the discourses of racial difference and power 
relationships. However, to honor her choice of names, I have elected to leave it in the thesis. 
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back and forth between different stages” (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010, 367). 

McMillian and Schumacher (2010) describe a four step-process that the researcher 

performs: isolating data segments, naming codes, labeling categories, and identifying 

patterns. They explain that researchers begin by identifying data segments. Data 

segments are “text that is comprehendible by itself and contains one idea, episode, or 

piece of relevant information” (p. 370). The data segments typically comprise of one to 

three sentences. Next, the segments are then analyzed to come up with codes. Codes are 

“a name or phrase that is used to provide meaning to the segment” (p. 371). Each 

segment should be labeled with at least one code, but it could be possible to put more 

than one code to a segment. Categories could also be thought of as themes. They are used 

to give meaning to codes that are combined and “represent major ideas that are used to 

describe the meaning of similarly coded data” (p. 375). It is possible for a code to be used 

in more than one category. The process of putting codes into categories is a recursive 

process because it calls for the repeated application of a category to fit codes. It also 

involves “constant comparison as the researcher is continually searching for both 

supporting and contrary evidence about the meaning of the category” (p. 377). The final 

step is discovering patterns and the relationship amongst all the categories. In order to do 

this, the researcher must examine the data to understand “the complex links among 

various aspects of people’s situations, mental processes, beliefs, and actions” (p. 378). 

The major patterns serve as a framework for reporting. 

Leiblich et al. (1998) identify the two approaches to data analysis that are specific 

to narrative researchers. They categorize these approaches as holistic and categorical and 

suggest that the researcher looks at both approaches to give a complete picture of the 
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data. In the holistic approach, “the life story of a person is taken as a whole, and sections 

of the text are interpreted in the context of other parts of the narrative” (p. 12). On the 

other hand, in the categorical approach, “the original story is dissected, and sections or 

single words belonging to a defined category are collected from the entire story or from 

several texts belonging to a number of narrators” (p. 12). Because the result of narrative 

research is a story, Leiblich et al. (1998) identify that both the content and form can be 

studied in data analysis. Content analysis readings concentrate on the content of the story 

such as what happened, why, and who participated in the event. Content analysis readings 

“aim at getting to the implicit content by asking about the meaning that the story, or a 

certain section of it, conveys, what traits or motives of the individual are displayed, or 

what a certain image used by the narrator symbolizes” (p. 12). Conversely, form readings 

ignore the content of the story and refer to the form of the story such as the structure of 

the plot and the sequencing of events. Content readings also study the “complexity and 

coherence, the feelings evoked by the story, the style of the narrative, and the choice of 

metaphors or words (passive versus active voices)” (p. 13). 

 This work is about embedding a narrative analysis within a Critical Race Theory 

framework. A fundamental notion of this thesis is about bringing forth the counterstories 

of students. Therefore, the two approaches to data analysis Leiblich et al. (1998) identify 

must be embedded within the Critical Race Theory framework. In fact, Dixson and 

Rousseau (2005) support this idea saying these stories must be subjected to a rigorous 

analysis. Without this rigorous analysis, it would be too easy for me to fall into the 

discourses of colonialism in the understanding of the participant’s histories as described 
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in the participant profile section as well as their stories of place, curriculum, and teachers 

and administrators that are presented in chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4: Narratives 

Participant Profiles 

Rhonda. Rhonda was a grade 12 student during her time as a participant in this 

study. She is a Status Indian and is originally from a reserve in Saskatchewan. She has 

two older sisters and a younger brother who is in grade 11 at the same school.3 Rhonda 

lives with her mother and brother, and her sister, brother-in-law, and niece live in the 

adjoining house in their duplex. Rhonda’s sister and brother-in-law have both completed 

university and her other sister is currently completing her university degree. Rhonda 

identifies her sisters as inspirations to continue her education: 

Having older sisters that are doing really good is a really good role model and 
kind of a motivation for me to keep going (January 2013, p. 2).  
 

Rhonda described the close bond that exists within her family: 

Every Sunday … we eat Sunday meal with my sister’s family…. Family’s 
important to my mom. So she tries to teach us that (December 2012, p. 2).  
 
Over the course of her school career, Rhonda attended four schools. She attended 

a band school on both her mother’s and father’s reserve. She attended the first school for 

pre-kindergarten and kindergarten and the second school for grades 1 to 4. Both of 

Rhonda’s parents worked at the second school she attended: her mother as a guidance 

counselor and her father as a bus driver and educational assistant. When Rhonda was in 

grade 5, she moved with her mother, sisters, and brother to the city and attended 

elementary school until she was in grade 8. In grade 9, she began attending the high 

school where the study took place.  

Rhonda revealed that she was an involved student:  

                                                 
3 Rhonda’s brother is Tyler, another participant in the study. The two were aware of the other’s 
participation in the study. 
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I try to do everything…. I always try to be involved in everything (December 
2012, p. 4).  
 

Throughout her high school career alone, Rhonda had been involved in the soccer team, 

as a member of the honor guard in the Remembrance Day ceremony, as a presenter at 

Diversity Day celebrations, and served on the student representative council. Rhonda 

explains her drive to be involved comes from the desire to be a positive First Nations role 

model in the school: 

[I am] constantly making sure I’m doing these things and being a positive role 
model. And I think in the back of my mind that whenever I do positive things, I’m 
proud because people like me … people of my color [in the] younger grades than 
me look at me and go, “Oh Rhonda, she can do that. She’s a First Nations kid, 
she’s just like me, she’s an Indian like me. If she can do it, I can do it” (December 
2012, p. 3). 
 

Rhonda has been accepted into university where she plans to study journalism. She plans 

on using journalism as a vehicle to travel and also to teach Canadians about First Nations 

peoples. She recognizes that there are a lot of stereotypes about First Nations people that 

exist in the media, and feels that some of those stereotypes come from the lack of 

education people receive about First Nations people in their schooling, and wants to tell 

others: 

What actually what happened, not what they heard of or not what they might have 
had in a three-day lesson in Social 30 for three days in their whole entire high 
school career (December 2012, p. 5). 

 
Toni. Toni was also a grade 12 student during her participation in the study. She 

is also a Status Indian who is registered to a Band in Ontario. Toni gets her Indian Status 

from her father’s side of the family. However, her mother’s side of the family also had 

Aboriginal ancestry. Toni describes her maternal grandfather as “half-Native” and: 
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Was embarrassed of being Native and he never identified himself and never got a 
status card, so my Mom can’t get any kind of Native recognition (January 2013, 
p. 2).  
 

During our first interview, Toni disclosed how her family on her father’s side has been 

impacted by a residential school. She shared that both of her grandparents attended a 

residential school as well as two of their four children - Toni’s two uncles. Additionally, 

Toni shared that her grandparents as well as her father and his three siblings all suffer 

from alcoholism. Toni recognizes that her family’s alcoholism stems from her 

grandparents’ experience at residential school, although she finds it difficult to 

understand the cycle of alcoholism in her family. As well, she describes how it is a 

defining characteristic of herself as she actively tries to break the cycle of alcoholism as 

well as grappling with understanding the history that led her to this place. 

Toni has three sisters: her two older sisters live in Ontario and her younger sister 

lives with her and her mother in Saskatchewan. Toni’s parents separated when she was 

five years old and she has been raised primarily by her mother. Toni explains that her 

family moved around frequently when she was growing up. As a result, Toni attended six 

schools throughout her K-12 schooling including a school located right outside the 

reserve in a small town: 

Tiny little school and everyone knew everyone. There was only twenty kids in the 
whole school (January 2013, p. 2).  
 

When she was in elementary school, Toni remembers herself as being: 

Really, really shy. I was a really shy kid…. I have never been in any kind of 
groups or social learning areas other than with my mom and my sisters. I have 
cousins that are my age, and stuff like that, but they lived on my reserve when I 
lived in [the small town]. So I don’t think I had any real interactions with any 
other kids other than my sister until school started (January 2013, p. 3). 
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In high school, Toni saw herself as more mature than her classmates. She attributes this 

to dealing with her family’s alcoholism and how growing up in that environment forced 

her to mature faster than the others in her class. Otherwise, Toni describes herself as 

A pretty average student. I think I am. I’ve got average grades and stuff like that 
and like I don’t disrupt the class and I don’t treat anyone with disrespect. I could 
do my homework more. School comes pretty easy to me though. Like really easy. I 
just don’t do my homework. But other than that I get the concepts really easily 
and so my average is like a 70 to 76 (January 2013, p. 5). 
 

Toni’s involvement in school extracurricular activities has been minimal: 

I haven’t been really active in school activities, like I go to the games and stuff 
like that and there has been a couple of things that I wanted to do but just never 
did (January 2013, p. 5). 
 

Toni cites the reason for her lack of involvement: 

Not wanting to put the time and effort into it. I don’t want to stay at lunch; I don’t 
want to stay after school (January 2013, p. 5). 
 

Toni has also been accepted into university in Ontario where she plans to study 

archaeology but also had ambitions to learn about other areas such as psychology and 

even film making. 

Wendy. Wendy was in grade 11 during her participation in the study. She is a 

Status Indian who is registered to a Band in Saskatchewan. Wendy comes from a family 

of six children: three boys and three girls. Her parents are in a relationship yet are not 

legally married. Wendy and her sisters are registered to her mother’s reserve, while her 

brothers are registered to her father’s reserve. Consequently, Wendy’s brothers have a 

different last name than she does. Wendy described having a close bond with her siblings 

and in particular with her brother Kalman who is a year ahead of her in school:  

Me and my brother Kalman, we are like best friends, we do everything together 
(November 2012, p. 1). 
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Wendy participates in extra-curricular activities, particularly sports, and plays on the 

school’s volleyball team. Wendy describes how her parents are very supportive of her: 

My parents are really supportive; they come to all of our games (November 2012, 
p. 2). 
 

However, Wendy describes how her family is not close with her extended family, 

particularly those who live on the reserve. She does not spend a lot of time on either of 

her parent’s reserves other than for weddings and funerals. Wendy explained that her 

parents made the decision to move to the city when they began having children to take 

advantage of the opportunities in the city such as schooling and job availability. As a 

result, she views people on the reserve as not having jobs and reserve schools as 

providing an inadequate education: 

I feel uncomfortable around them. Like all my cousins, I’m not gonna lie, I sort of 
look down on them just ‘cause like, they go to a reserve school, and it’s just, like, 
I stereotype them and I don’t really know them (November 2012, p. 2). 
 

Consequently, Wendy shares: 

I feel a lot comfortable around strangers, like white people that I don’t know 
rather than my own family that are First Nations (November 2012, p. 2).  
 
Throughout her school career, Wendy attended two schools: one elementary 

school and the high school at which the study took place. Wendy is a high achieving 

student who frequently is on the honor roll. Wendy takes pride in her high marks and 

achievements in the classroom. After high school, Wendy has ambitions to become a 

nurse and serve in the Canadian Armed Forces: 
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When I turn 18 - I’ll be 18 in January of grade 12 - they have [a program called 
the] “weekend warriors”. You can start getting into it and start getting early 
training and stuff like that…. So I do that and then right after that I get into the 
Canadian Forces full time and then they are going to pay for my schooling full-
time. So I want to take nursing and then be a nurse in the Canadian Forces. Like 
in the navy I’m thinking. That’s what I want to do. And then after that, I just plan 
on being an RN (November 2012, p. 3).  
 
Tyler.  Tyler was a grade 11 student while participating in the study. He is a 

Status Indian from a reserve in Saskatchewan. He lives with his mother and older sister. 

His sister is in grade 12 at the same school.4 He also has two older sisters: one is married 

and lives in the house next door to his with his brother-in-law and niece and the other 

lives a short drive away. Tyler described the relationships amongst his family and how 

everyone tries to support each other. In particular, Tyler shares how his paternal 

grandmother acts as a support for others in the family: 

She has a lot on her plate … she takes care of a lot of people. Mostly family 
members just because it’s kind of like a train, you know? She’s the train and 
everyone hops on. And so she has to carry all that you know? Most times, I do feel 
bad for her. She has to put up with all that (January 2013, p. 3). 

 
 Tyler has attended four schools throughout his school in K-12: two on the reserve 

and two in the city. He attended pre-kindergarten on the reserve to which he is registered 

and then attended kindergarten to grade 3 on his father’s reserve. When Tyler was in 

grade 3, his parents split up and he moved with his mother and sisters to the city where he 

attended an elementary school and, subsequently, the high school where the study took 

place. 

When asked how he would describe himself as a student, Tyler responded by 

saying: 

                                                 
4 Tyler’s sister is Rhonda, another participant in the study. Each was aware of the other’s participation in 
the study. 
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I’m average in my school life. Except, some things like I’m different…. I think that 
it’s just how I learn. I have a learning disability. And it’s difficult. It can be 
difficult sometimes…. Just average, maybe. Just a little bit below average 
(January 2013, p. 2). 
 

Tyler also reveals that, 

I’m shy and so I don’t ask questions. I’m a little bit afraid to ask questions, 'cause 
that’s just the way I am (January 2013, p. 3). 
 

In school, Tyler really enjoys classes where he gets to work with his hands, particularly 

auto mechanics and carpentry. However, he does not like math and considers it to be the 

most difficult class for him. 

 Tyler also shared how many of his friends have dropped out of school, 

particularly in the transition from elementary school to high school: 

I used to have a lot of friends. And as I moved to high school, all of my friends 
they came to high school and most of them well left as soon as they got here. They 
dropped out. Because of family issues, I guess (January 2013, p. 4). 
 

Consequently, the way that Tyler views himself as a student has changed. He describes 

the process: 

In elementary school, I was more, kind of, smarter ‘cause I used to help other 
students – like my friends and what not. But since, well I was depended on in 
elementary school, but now not so much in high school. Which, you know, I have 
no other thing to do so I’m falling…. People used to say (laughs) people use to 
say I was really smart. Which I know I guess I kinda am. But now it’s changed 
(January 2013, p. 4). 
 

When he is old enough, Tyler plans on joining the Bold Eagle Program with the Canadian 

Armed Forces. When he completes the training, he plans on joining the Canadian Armed 

Forces in the Armored Infantry Division. 

Pocahontas. Pocahontas was a grade 10 student during the course of this study. 

She was born in Ontario and is a Status Indian who is registered to a reserve in Ontario. 
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Pocahontas has three older sisters including one who is in grade 12 at the same school.5 

Despite the fact that her parents are divorced, Pocahontas’ father has remained close to 

the family, making the move to Saskatchewan with them and only recently returning to 

Ontario with the passing of his parents. Pocahontas describes the closeness between her 

and her older sisters: 

I went down to Ontario to see my older sisters like I do every summer (January 
2013, p. 4). 
 

Pocahontas was also really affected by the recent passing of her kokum: 

When my kokum passed, something changed in my schoolwork and stuff and I 
don’t know what, I still don’t know what. And right now I’m getting back up and 
it’s kind of changing again (January 2013, p. 3). 
 
Pocahontas describes herself as being a very shy person while growing up. As a 

result, she did not have many friends. However, she became more comfortable with who 

she was after she got her first job at a gas station in the summer between grade 8 and 

grade 9: 

You would have to be really be friendly and talk to [the customers] while you are 
pumping gas and say, “How are you doing?” ‘Cause it’s like one of those ones 
where you pump the gas and they talk to you out their window and give you the 
money – they don’t get out of their car. And that’s what I would do. And it’s also 
to get tips and stuff like that. And, I don’t know, I just got really friendly. And then 
in grade 9, I was really outgoing. And I know that in elementary and in the other 
grades I wasn’t that outgoing (January 2013, p. 4). 
 
Pocahontas has attended five schools up to this point in her school career 

including attending school on the reserve in grade 5 when she went to live with her 

father. Pocahontas describes how she likes coming to school because it is where her 

friends are and it is a place where she is able to socialize: 

                                                 
5 Pocahontas’ sister is Toni, another participant in the study. Each were aware of the other’s participation in 
the study. 
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I have a lot of friends here and it’s cool to see them every day. They are only my 
friends in school, so it’s easy to see them here. And then, it’s something to do. 
‘Cause on PD days or other days, I find that there is nothing to do in the day. And 
when I come to school, there is everything that you can do (January 2013, p. 3). 
 

When asked to describe herself as a student, Pocahontas described herself as an average 

student who likes learning and likes school: 

I don’t give up. Like, if I am failing a class, I’m just gonna keep on trying 
(January 2013, p. 4). 
 

As she was the youngest participant in the study, Pocahontas’ plans for after high school 

were not as concrete as some of the other participants. However, she has plans to attend 

university in Ontario so that she can be closer to her older siblings and family. 

Place 

School landscapes. Place refers to the “specific, concrete, physical and 

topological boundaries or sequences of places where the inquiry and events take place” 

(Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007, p. 23). It is important for the researcher to consider 

place because of the impact place can have on the experience. In particular, Critical Race 

Theory suggests schools are landscapes of power, and race and racism are deeply 

embedded in school landscapes. Consequently, the education of Aboriginal students is 

affected (Van Ingen & Halas, 2006). Through the narratives, the participants discussed 

two approaches to the study of place: the physical space through examining the cultural 

products of the school and the movements of students in a place. Research involving 

Aboriginal adolescents indicates that being taught in a culturally affirming environment 

is significant in motivating students to remain engaged in school (MacIver, 2010; 

Redwing Saunders & Hill, 2007; Silver et al., 2002). MacIver (2010) explains that 

creating a culturally affirming learning environment can be accomplished through a 
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variety of means. The participants concurred, explaining how both artwork or other 

Aboriginal artifacts and the presence of Aboriginal peoples contribute to a culturally 

affirming environment. First, the participants identified that the presence of Aboriginal 

artifacts such as artwork or posters help to create affirming environments in many of the 

elementary and high schools they attended: 

School G they have a giant medicine wheel as soon as you walk in (Rhonda, 
February 2013, p. 3). 

 
I like this school because most of the rooms in this high school have a lot of First 
Nations art. Like in the library, they have a medicine wheel and even a tipi (Tyler, 
February 2013, p. 3). 
 
[Displaying pictures like] the Proud Generation! Or just those types [of posters] 
or quotes or stuff. (Rhonda, February 2013, p. 4). 
 
I know a bunch of teachers who have Native American posters up in their rooms, 
and I mean, I am Native American, and I do relate to it a little bit (Toni, March 
2013, p. 2). 
 
I walk into a school and there’s like a picture of like something to do with like 
Natives or something, like Native art. Like, that’s cool like that’s good…. ‘Cause 
it’s showing different cultures and stuff (Pocahontas, March 2013, p. 6). 

 
The narratives suggest that the participants have been exposed to many different 

schools in which Aboriginal content was displayed prominently. Additionally, Tyler 

points out that the high school they currently attend has Aboriginal content displayed in 

“most of the rooms” including shared spaces such as the library. Thus, the classroom to 

which the participants were exposed differed from the classrooms in Kanu’s (2005) 

study, where only one teacher showed Aboriginal content such as cultural artifacts and 

posters. Additionally, in Kanu’s (2005) study, the only teacher to display positive content 

materials about Aboriginal peoples was Aboriginal. However, the participants describe 
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classrooms of White teachers that displayed positive content about Aboriginal peoples; a 

fact that is evident because students almost exclusively had teachers who were White. 

It is important to examine school landscapes from the perspective of students 

because school landscapes have typically been “complicit with historical racial 

formations” (Van Ingen & Halas, 2006, p. 391). One of the ways that White privilege is 

perpetuated is through the absence of Aboriginal pieces and/or students in celebratory 

spaces of the school. Alberta Education (2005) describes the presence of Aboriginal 

artifacts and artwork as important because it creates “cultural continuity in the 

classroom” (p. 44). Likewise, Van Ingen and Halas (2006) describe how Aboriginal 

artifacts serve as a “vehicle of cultural remembering for all students” (p. 390). Therefore, 

through seeing themselves represented in the school building, the students can begin to 

feel like they belong in the space. The participants describe how important these artifacts 

are when they explain their thought process upon seeing such artwork and posters: 

Instant comfortableness. It just makes me feel comfortable. It makes me feel 
welcome there (Rhonda, February 2013, p. 3). 

 
If there is a display of art on the walls, I look at the last name and the first thing 
that I look for is to see if it is a last name that is Aboriginal. ‘Cause once I find 
out that it is, then it makes me feel really proud. 'Cause I’m like, “Wow, that 
person did that awesome art and they’re displayed and they’re an Aboriginal like 
me” (Rhonda, February 2013, p. 4). 
 
It’s kind of like, it’s obvious, when you walk into one classroom and you have, you 
know, a lot of Native American stuff like that and you walk into another one and 
all they have is English stuff and that’s it. So you can tell who’s gonna be more 
supportive or who’s gonna be more likely to be accepting of Native people…. If 
the teacher isn’t Native American and if I walk into a room and I see a lot of 
Native American things, I think “she’s interested”. Or I think “he’s interested”. 
Or I think “they’re interested in us.” They’d be more willing to look at us as an 
individual than just a bunch of groups of people you know what I mean? (Toni, 
March 2013, p. 2). 
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Which, you know, kinda makes me feel good that, um, its being more accepted 
into high school…. I just like going there and I always notice the tipi and the 
medicine wheel (Tyler, February 2013, p. 3). 
 
When they do the art projects – when they put the posters up, I like usually stop 
and ask, “Why didn’t I get to do that?” I feel like I should have something up 
there (Wendy, May 2013, p. 2). 

 
While research suggests school landscapes feel alien to most Aboriginal peoples (Silver 

et al., 2002; Sterzuk, 2011; Van Ingen & Halas, 2006), the participants’ narratives 

suggest the presence of Aboriginal artifacts and artwork creates a space where school 

feels less alien as they promote a sense of “comfortableness” for Aboriginal students. In 

fact, it would appear from statements that when students see artifacts that recognize and 

affirm who they are as Aboriginal peoples, “place is a source of belonging” (Vaselenak, 

2009, p. 87). This feeling is important as when students feel belonging to a place, they are 

more likely to participate in classroom learning activities, stay engaged, and take more 

ownership for their own learning (Alberta Education, 2005; Vaselenack, 2009). 

At the same time, however, Van Ingen and Halas (2006) caution that Aboriginal 

artwork and artifacts should not, in fact, “secure white political and cultural domination” 

(p. 290). They argue the mere presence of artifactual materials targeting Aboriginal 

students “will not challenge the very foundations of racist practice” (p. 391). Wendy and 

Rhonda allude to this occurrence when they describe how the mere presence of artifacts 

is not necessarily enough to create a sense of belonging: 

I do not like the posters that have the academic posters that they put up in the 
rooms…. You know how Teacher H has those posters up from the School Board 
and they have “I belong” [on them]. It’s like you have the person in the 
wheelchair, you have the African American person, you have the Native person…. 
It just makes a difference when I know what’s real and what’s fake (Wendy, May 
2013, p. 6). 
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Like walking into a classroom, or walking into a school, certain schools for 
sporting events, and seeing no Aboriginal person around but seeing all these 
posters and all these things, then it makes me wonder is it actually impacting 
those people or are those people just ignoring the posters? And not have other 
people there to physically share it, because sometimes posters can do a lot, and n                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
can’t do a lot (Rhonda, February 2013, p. 3). 

 
It would appear from Wendy’s narrative that she views the posters as “fake” 

because although the posters appear to promote inclusion through representing groups 

such as students with physical disabilities and students of color, the posters do not target 

the underlying structures of White privilege and institutional racism. Sleeter (2005) 

echoes Wendy’s disapproval of “multicultural bulletin boards” because she sees them as 

“flat representations of people of color” (p. 252). She contrasts these representations with 

the “multidimensional representations of whiteness” that were treated as a “neutral 

background” (p. 253).  

The two narratives also demonstrate that for Wendy and Rhonda, place is 

inextricably linked to sociality in that the physical environment is linked to the people 

who inhabit a place. Thus, the sense of belonging that is established through the positive 

content about Aboriginal peoples must also be supported by the people who put up the 

artifacts, particularly White teachers, in order for that sense of belonging to continue.  

In addition to artifacts creating a sense of belonging in a place, the participants 

also describe a process where they feel belonging through the presence of other 

Aboriginal peoples, particularly students: 

As soon as I see somebody else that’s Aboriginal, instantly comfortable. Because 
then I know that I’m not being the first one there. Or I know that I’m not fearful of 
other people’s reactions. As soon as I walk into a classroom or anything, 
anywhere I go, as soon as I see another Aboriginal person or someone of my 
descent, it makes me 100 times more comfortable. So that would be my ideal, just 
to see someone Aboriginal: either a teacher or students (Rhonda, February 2013, 
p. 3). 
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School B [didn’t feel welcoming] ‘cause not a lot of Natives or like anybody other 
than like White people pretty much go there…. When I first got there, I was the 
only Native in my class. And there was like three others in the entire school. And 
that just like kinda made me think, why? Like why isn’t more Natives outside the 
reserve schools and stuff, cause if you go to a reserve school, there’s like Natives 
everywhere (Pocahontas, March 2013, p. 2). 

 
Van Ingen and Halas (2006) give insight into why the presence of other 

Aboriginal people may have been so important to Rhonda and Pocahontas when they 

describe how Aboriginal students’ experiences within school landscapes are conditioned 

by their racialized treatment. Rhonda describes how her previous racialized treatment 

causes her to search out another Aboriginal person in order to feel comfortable in the 

school. On the other hand, Pocahontas appears to believe that she will be treated 

differently because she is the only Native person at the school. Rhonda’s comment that 

she searches out another Aboriginal person upon coming into a school is also important 

in light of Ruck & Wortley’s (2002) assertation that the ways race is demonstrated within 

the school landscape includes when students associate with members of their own race. 

Pocahontas also gave insight to her response to being in new situations where she 

is not comfortable. Kanu (2002) explains that when Aboriginal students are in an 

integrated class where they felt they were among White strangers, they often used silence 

as their defense mechanism. Pocahontas describes this process: 

If I find out that I don’t have a class with one of my friends, I sit usually at the 
back and I just sit down. And if it’s the first day, I just sit and listen to people’s 
conversations around me and see who I would like as a friend, like as a new 
friend (March 2013, p. 6). 

 
Teachers should be cognizant of students’ actions in a classroom and be aware of 

what those actions are saying about their feelings of belonging. Teachers may naturally 

assume students who chose to sit at the back of the room and not engage with others are 
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not interested in the class or the subject material. However, Pocahontas’ story illustrates 

how her actions are a reflection of the fact that she may feel uncomfortable in the 

classroom as a member of a racialized minority group. 

The participants also explained how the positive feelings of belonging created by 

artifacts and the presence of other Aboriginal students is not enough to sustain positive 

feelings of belonging: the physical environment needs to be supported by the actions of 

teachers. Toni describes her feelings: 

[If posters aren’t followed up with word or actions by the teacher], I’d have a 
hard time. Absolutely. Because then I would be like, “Maybe they didn’t put the 
posters up.” You know what I mean? It’s just kind of like, you walk into the room 
and see the stuff and you think, “okay this is kinda cool.” And then, if I was 
having a hard time, I need reassurance that this teacher would actually honestly 
think of me un-biasedly or who I am or where I’m coming from or wherever. And 
have educated themselves about First Nations people because a lot of people 
aren’t (Toni, March 2013, p. 5). 
 
If I walked into a classroom even without posters, the teacher expressed interest 
or kind of just acceptance. Knowing that we are different people, we’re not just 
one big group of students, we all have different things, different religions, 
different cultures. If I was having a hard time, I would be more willing to go to 
somebody like that, somebody who cares about me as a person … because maybe 
they know more and understand more about Native Americans and stuff like that. 
Because many of us do have alcoholism problems and stuff like that. And people 
who don’t take the time to understand or know about it just think, “Oh, they’re a 
bunch of drunks” right? And that’s what happens a lot. So I don’t wanna go to a 
teacher who thinks like that (Toni, March 2013, p. 4). 
 

 In her narratives, Toni describes how the presence of Aboriginal artifacts makes 

her feel a sense of belonging when she describes thinking, “this is kinda cool.” However, 

she also describes that the posters are not even necessary as long as the teacher’s words 

and actions were free from stereotyping and essentializing. She refers to teachers 

stereotyping Native Americans when she describes how teachers will assume that all 

Native Americans are “a bunch of drunks” and describes how teachers will essentialize 
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Native Americans when she describes “we all have different things, different religions, 

different cultures.”  Toni suggests that she has frequently experienced these actions from 

teachers when she says, “And that’s what happens a lot.”  

Additionally, Rhonda explains how it is not just the teacher’s words and actions 

that affect her sense of belonging. She describes how the attitude of other students can 

influence how she feels in the school environment: 

[When I see] a kid was making fun of another kid and then that right away [my 
feelings of belonging] shuts down. It makes me feel so totally uncomfortable and 
it’s hard to gain that more open-mindedness to the environment…. I think that if I 
hear a negative conversation, and sometimes if I hear it about a person who, like, 
a negative person who I know personally or, you know, it definitely makes you 
uncomfortable and it definitely makes you put up your alarm: you want to listen 
more attentively. But if I walk down the hallways and I hear positive stuff, and I 
see positive things, like especially like people that I know personally or people 
that are First Nations, it definitely gives me a sense of pride. It’s almost when you 
hear someone talking good about another student, right? And you know that that 
student is Aboriginal, you are like, “Oh, I know her!” And you almost want to get 
into the conversation. But if I hear a negative one, it just makes me feel that I 
don’t know what to do. And then you don’t know if you should, you know, say 
something or if you should not say anything. And you don’t know what the other 
person’s gonna like say, what their reaction is gonna be (Rhonda, February 2013, 
pp. 3–4) 
 
From reading the above narratives on the physical appearance of the school as 

well as the actions of people within it, it is clear place impacts experience. When the 

participants were able to see representations of themselves in artwork and artifacts, when 

they were able to identify with other Aboriginal people, they felt a sense of belonging. 

This feeling, however, could be disrupted by their experiences with others, particularly 

teachers, if the messages sent by the physical space were not supported by their words 

and actions. 

 Movements of students in a place. The second way to study place is to examine 

the way in which students move through the space itself. Van Ingen and Halas (2006) 
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describe the manner in which students travel through a school provides hints about 

identity and belonging. As discursive traits, students’ movements provide clues that help 

explain how inclusion and/or exclusion is manifested and experienced. In the interviews, 

many of the participants described the high school’s commons area as a key location for 

interactions with place. Students gathered in the commons area before school, in between 

classes, at lunch, and after school. Rhonda illustrates this when she explains: 

My downtime, it would be in the commons because it’s open and because it’s just 
a lot of people there (Rhonda, February 2013, p. 6). 
 
One of the ways the students experienced exclusion in the commons area was 

through the separation of students by grade: 

And you always have your cliques: you have your grade 12 bench; you have the 
people who stand in front of the office who aren’t really, you know, that popular. 
And then you have the grade 9’s, you have the grade 10’s…. The grade 11 bench 
is kind of like an ‘L’ (Wendy, May 2013, p. 1). 
 
[I hang out] in the commons at the front usually…. There’s just like a whole wide 
range of people. Like a lot of people from grade 10. And sometimes the grade 9’s 
are there too…. And the grade 12’s always have that grade 12 bench. You know 
what I’m talking about, by the vending machines? And then there’s people who 
hang out under the stairs and then around the stairs. And those are usually grade 
11’s. (Pocahontas, March 2013, p. 5-6). 
 

However, further explanations into the system of groups in the commons area reveal who 

is included and who is excluded. Wendy explains that an element of inclusion is related 

to status gained through material possessions:   

Like I have a car, I can park in the parking lot, I can come in through [the parking 
lot] doors. It’s kind of like possession. You have to have this to fit in over here. 
You need this to go over there. So now that most of the grade 11’s have our 
license, we just hang out in the commons and we all park on the same side of the 
parking lot…. They sit on one side and we sit on the other side, like we’re really 
divided. Like we still talk from across the bench, but it’s not like we – that’s not 
the first person we’d go see when we walk in (Wendy, May 2013, p. 4). 
 



76 
 

 
 

Rhonda also explains how within the larger groupings among grades, there is subdivision 

by race: 

I think that I do see a lot of segregation inside of groups. Such as like benches and 
where to sit. I think that it can be segregated into grades, but in those grades, it’s 
often sectioned off into little group of friends. And usually, the little group of 
friends are the First Nations people. But there are also the other groups that are 
like more of the jock kids. And then you have the high school partiers that hang 
out together and then you just kind of have the other people that kind of hang out 
on the side too. So there is definitely a lot of segregation. I think that the 
intermingling of them can happen, sometimes. But not a lot (Rhonda, February 
2013, p. 6). 
 
From Wendy and Rhonda’s explanations, it would appear those who have power 

in the school are the middle-class, White students who are in grade 12. From there, a 

separation of students exists based on grade, class, and race. Their claims are supported 

by Sensoy and DiAngelo (2012) who note, “most schools with a racially diverse student 

population are still segregated within the school, mirroring the racial segregation of wider 

society” (p. 124). Wendy and Rhonda’s claims are also similar to the findings of Halas 

(2011) who described the presence of hierarchies and racial hierarchies in particular that 

were like an “invisible current running through the school,” elevating some while leaving 

others with feelings of being different (p. 17). Rhonda alludes to the fact the racial 

hierarchies leave some students feeling different when she describes a conversation that 

she had with her cousin: 

This one time, me and my cousin were talking about it [what it’s like being an 
Aboriginal student in school] and she said that she was just a pepper in a bunch 
of salt (February 2013, p. 8). 

 
Here, Rhonda’s cousin is describing how when she walks through the hallways, she is 

acutely aware of the fact that the school is filled with predominantly White people and as 
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an Aboriginal person, she is in the minority and thus sticks out like a single peppercorn 

amongst many grains of salt.  

The segregation of Aboriginal students was not just limited to the high school and 

experiences in the commons area. The separation of Aboriginal students also occurred in 

the participants’ elementary schools: 

In grade 7 and grade 8, I used to hang out with other Native students. It wasn’t 
really a separation; it was more of a choice…. I naturally just went to them and 
started making friends (Tyler, February 2013, p. 5). 
 
My cousin, he came to School B with me for a while. He is in my grade. And he 
was hanging out with this other Native kid and he lived on the reserve for a long 
time and so I figured that’s probably why he was hanging out with the Native 
kids. Because he’s used to that. And he was hanging out with another Native kid 
and a kid that was Métis…. But he had a lot of Native friends. Because we all 
stuck around that same group. Because in elementary, I was kind of like a slacker 
kid and I never did my homework. And so were they. You know, like terms or 
whatever. So we were all friends (Toni, February 2013, p. 4). 
 

Here, the participants describe how it was easier for them to band together with other 

Aboriginal students in friendship groups. This is similar to an experience of a participant 

in Halas’ (2011) study who described:  

I think some of it is self-imposed as much as other people impose it. You know 

you see yourself as being different. But I don’t know if it would actually be 

racism as much as you see yourself as being different so you segregate yourself. 

(p. 17) 

It is also interesting that Toni labeled her group the “slacker” group suggesting that she 

was aware of their lower position in the class, particularly when it came to schoolwork. 

 From the participants’ narratives, it is clear that they are aware of what conditions 

create positive feelings toward a place and what conditions do not. Specifically, the 

participants identified that the presence of Aboriginal content on the walls, supported by 
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positive interactions with White teaching staff, and the presence of other Aboriginal 

people led to a positive sense of place. Alternatively, places where there is no Aboriginal 

content on the walls, the White teaching staff does not take actions to make Aboriginal 

students feel welcome and included, or there is no other Aboriginal people can lead to 

negative feelings about a place. In addition, the participants demonstrated that there were 

groupings within the school, particularly the separation between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal students. They demonstrated understandings of how race and class led to the 

creation of a hierarchy among students in the school. 

Curriculum 

One way of understanding curriculum is as mandated content that teachers take up 

in their classrooms (Bazylak, 2002; Redwing Saunders & Hill, 2007). However, to 

critical race theorists, this statement cannot be accepted blindly. This is because of the 

“theoretical connections between curriculum, racism and dominance” (Tupper & 

Cappello, 2008, p. 571). It must be understood that curriculum documents “privilege 

certain content over others: some material gets included and other material gets left out. 

Necessarily, curricula are limited and therefore give preferential treatment to some 

visions/content/stories over others” (p. 566). Therefore, to critical educational theorists, 

“the curriculum represents much more than a program of study – it represents the 

introduction to a particular form of life” (McLaren, 2007, p. 211). Tupper and Cappello 

(2008) describe how “curriculum and the ways in which teachers enact curricular 

documents are implicated in the tacit and overt reproduction of dominant cultural norms” 

(p. 567). McLaren (2007) defines pedagogy as the “integration in practice of particular 

curriculum content and design, classroom strategies and techniques, and evaluation, 
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purpose, and methods. All of these aspects of educational practice come together in the 

realities of what happens in classrooms” (p. 118). Tupper and Cappello (2008) elaborate 

on this reality, describing how:  

attitudes are shaped, knowledge is sanctioned or castigated, relationships to 

knowledge are formed or deformed, access to cultural capital is given or denied 

(or both) across the boundaries and intersection of the multiple identities in which 

students are located. (p. 567) 

An important element of the curriculum that must be studied is the idea of the 

hidden curriculum. McLaren (2007) gives insight into the importance of the hidden 

curriculum when he writes, “schools operate through a ‘hidden curriculum’ that 

incarcerates students in the ‘semiotics of power’ and works against the success of racial 

minorities” (p. xix). He then defines the hidden curriculum as “the unintended outcomes 

of the schooling process” and notes that it includes “teaching and learning styles that are 

emphasized in the classroom, the messages that get transmitted to the student by the total 

physical and instructional environment, governance structures, teacher expectations, and 

grading procedures that” (p. 212). Sefa Dei et al., (1997) also include the “attitudes and 

behaviors of teachers and other school agents” that “convey specific messages to 

students” in their definition of the hidden curriculum (p. 72). This is important to add into 

the definition because “these messages are often conveyed through a climate of 

preconceptions which are fuelled by racial stereotypes” (p. 72). Redwing Saunders & Hill 

(2007) further expand on the definition of the hidden curriculum saying that it is deeply 

entrenched in provincial curricula in that it calls for the transmission of Canadian values, 

which only reflect those of the dominant group. 
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 Aboriginal Content Classes. For students in Saskatchewan, Native Studies exists 

as one of a series of choices for social science credit at the high school level.  

Native Studies6. According to the curriculum guide, the aim of Native Studies is 

to “help all students develop their knowledge, positive attitudes and cultural 

understanding about First Nations, Métis and Inuit peoples” (Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education, 2002, p. 18). Steeves, Carr-Stewart, and Marshall (2010) note that there is a 

powerful relationship between cultural programming and the success of Aboriginal 

students. Native Studies is available as an option for students beginning in grade 10. At 

the school, participants could choose this class in conjunction with, or instead of, social 

studies. Tupper and Cappello (2008) describe that because social science courses exist as 

distinct entities, Native Studies will always be perceived as less important than history or 

social studies. This assertion seems to have translated into the belief that Native Studies 

is perceived to be an easier course among students, as reflected in the participants’ 

explanations of why they chose to take the Native Studies class: 

Cause people said it was easier. And there is less projects (Pocahontas, May 
2013, p. 8). 
 
I kind of thought it would be an easy class (Toni, May 2013, p. 10). 

 
The kids that I see in Native Studies are there either because it’s an easy credit or 
they think it’s an easy credit (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 3). 
 
Additionally, Tupper and Cappello (2008) describe how there are educators who 

hold the belief that only those schools with a significant number of Aboriginal students 

should offer Native Studies as a choice (p. 562). Consequently, the message sent is that 

Native Studies is a class for Aboriginal students. This perception has seemed to trickle 

down to the students. This is evident when Wendy and Pocahontas describe:  
                                                 
6 Native Studies is the name given to the course by the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education.  
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My friends were like, “are you going to take social or Native Studies?” and I’m 
like, “I’m not taking either.” And they’re like, “Oh really? I would have thought 
you would have taken Native Studies.” And I was like, “Why would I take Native 
Studies?” Like, I don’t have to be Native to take that class, you know what I 
mean? And it’s just kind of like, because I’m Native, they just thought I was going 
to take Native Studies (Wendy, May 2013, p. 1). 
 
Sometimes my friends crack jokes about me taking Native Studies because I’m 
First Nations but it’s not like the class is only offered to First Nations students 
(Pocahontas, May 2013, p. 4). 
 
Four of the five participants in the study – Tyler, Rhonda, Pocahontas, and Toni – 

elected to take Native Studies when it became an option for them. Their reasons for 

taking the class can be classified into one of two categories: they wanted to learn about 

Aboriginal history, or they wanted to learn about Aboriginal culture. Often times, 

students fell into more than one category demonstrating their varied motivations. The 

participants explained that they wanted to learn more about Aboriginal history: 

I kind of wanted to get the history from Native Studies. Because a lot of my, um, 
well family don’t really have the kind of… formal side I guess of the whole thing 
(Tyler, May 2013, p. 1). 
 
And because I would be learning from someone, a teacher, instead of at home or 
instead of what my parents told me or my grandma or Elders told me outside of 
school. Actually academically learning it, I thought, was going to be good 
(Rhonda, May 2013, p. 3). 
 
And I want to know what it’s like before all the substance abuse. Like there’s so 
much of it now. And I want to know what it’s like before (Toni, May 2013, p. 10). 
 

The participants also described how they took Native Studies to learn more about 

Aboriginal culture:  

And because I like to learn more about my culture than social [studies]. I don’t 
know why I just like learning about my own culture (Pocahontas, May 2013, p. 8). 
 
Ceremonies and stuff like that. I understand some of it, so I was hoping Native 
Studies would teach me that…. Like no one’s actually thoroughly explained to me 
why we do stuff. In ceremonies and stuff like that. I understand some of it, so I 
was hoping Native Studies would teach me that (Toni, May 2013, p. 5). 
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I wanted cultural side rather than names, facts, and dates (Toni, May 2013, p. 
11). 
 
The participants’ having multiple motivations for taking the class parallels the 

findings of Wotherspoon (2006) who suggests teachers of classes designed to teach 

Aboriginal content must be both a curricular expert and a cultural broker. Consequently, 

the teacher is expected to foster a strong sense of cultural heritage and identity among 

Aboriginal peoples.  

Once an understanding of the participant’s motivations for taking Native Studies 

is understood, it is also important to look at what they described they learned. Doing so 

allows one to examine if the participants’ hopes and needs were met: 

It was more names, facts, and dates. It was more, what happened, when the 
treaties were made, Louis Riel, what happened there (Toni, May 2013, p. 11). 
 
When we got to just basically learn about which tribes I guess were different from 
each other. What made them unique. And what we use today with, um, you know, 
what kind of tools or ideas we use today (Tyler, May 2013, p. 2). 
 
I took Native Studies 10 … We learned a lot about, Aboriginal treaty rights, but 
also we learned about the Aborigines in Australia. [In Native Studies 20], we had 
to pick a topic in Aboriginal history that we wanted to teach the others in the 
class about. We had to do a quick write-up about it and present to the class…. We 
did social action projects…. And it wasn’t just about Aboriginal topics. It had to 
relate with something in the society that you want to see or change. So some 
people took sexism or they took sexual orientation and what society thinks of that. 
Or they took racism and they took homelessness. Me and my partner, we chose 
homelessness. We did a bunch of things, um, organized a bunch of things, went 
out and met with Professor A from the University, and we did all these incredible 
things (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 4). 
 

From both their descriptions, it appears the participants were able to meet their purpose 

of learning about Aboriginal history in their Native Studies courses. It is only through 

considering what is not said that one is able to see that the students did not have the 
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opportunity to learn about the cultural component in the class. Toni was the only 

participant who discussed this fact outright: 

[I wanted to know more about] ceremonies and stuff like that. I understand some 
of it, so I was hoping Native Studies would teach me that. They didn’t really 
though…. So that’s what I was taught, and it wasn’t what I was looking for. It just 
kind of felt like social studies (Toni, May 2013, p. 10). 

 
From her narrative, it appears that Toni was disappointed in not being taught 

about ceremonies. Scott (2013) gives insight as to why the participants may not have had 

a cultural component to the class when he describes how many White educators have 

come to see Aboriginal ways of knowing and being as existing completely outside of 

Euro-Western civilization and therefore unknowable. He further explains when teachers 

must engage with knowledge or perspectives they deem foreign and outside what is 

knowable, they often hide behind “a wall of willful ignorance, invoking self-

disqualification to speak on behalf of an Aboriginal perspective because only those that 

are authentically Indigenous can so” (Scott, 2013, p. 35). Therefore, Max (2005) 

explains, teachers are able to avoid the “critical interrogation of power and privilege” (pp. 

85–86). 

Aboriginal content in the curriculum. The second way that curricula can be 

examined is through the integration of Aboriginal contents. Kanu (2006) explains that in 

the absence of Aboriginal teachers in the classroom, Aboriginal educators have lobbied 

for the inclusion of Indigenous cultural knowledge into the school curricula. These 

educators have suggested that when Indigenous cultural knowledge is included in the 

classroom, Aboriginal students’ motivation to learn is the highest, the learning becomes 

more relevant to students’ lives, they begin to take pride in their culture, the achievement 

gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students could be narrowed, and the number 
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of students who graduate could increase (Kanu, 2006; St. Denis, 2010). This view is 

supported by Redwing Saunders and Hill (2007) who write, “students who see 

themselves within the curriculum establish an interest in the content” (p. 1032). 

Therefore, to increase motivation for learning among Aboriginal students, curriculum 

materials and classroom teaching-learning processes should include Aboriginal 

perspectives, histories, cultures, and successes while also exposing students to non-

Aboriginal curriculum materials. Infusion of Aboriginal content on a regular, if not daily 

basis should be stressed rather than once-in-a-while or add-on materials and activities 

(Kanu, 2002; St. Denis, 2010). The importance of including Aboriginal content is 

consistent with the research of Silver et al. (2002) who found that 98% of the participants 

at the community level in their survey agreed that Aboriginal content in the curriculum 

matters to Aboriginal students. Their statement is supported by Julien, Hansen, and 

Tourangeau’s (2004) study where the participants felt their classes should contain more 

Aboriginal content and perspectives. The Saskatchewan Ministry of Education (2009a) 

also acknowledges the importance of incorporating Aboriginal content into the 

curriculum, stating: 

Integrating First Nations and Métis ways of knowing and traditional pedagogy 

into the Saskatchewan education system benefits both students and teachers by 

engaging participants in a relational understanding about the similarities and 

differences between First Nations and Métis and non-Aboriginal worldviews.  

(p. 11) 

When asked about the content they had been learning throughout their school 

career, the participants chose to describe what they learned in science, mathematics, and 
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English language arts. Additionally, some of the participants described Aboriginal 

content in physical education and arts education classes. 

Science. The participants’ experience with science class is particularly important 

to the study of their stories of school, as scholars have critiqued science as “conveying an 

ideology that exalted Western science over all other ways of knowing” (Aikenhead, 2001, 

p. 337). Consequently, the ideology of science class “assumed that science was purely 

objective, solely empirical, immaculately rational, and thus, singularly truth confirming” 

(p. 337). In other words, the science taught in schools has been presented in ways so 

disconnected from cultural values that it is “inaccessible, irrelevant, and devoid of 

meaning for Aboriginal people” (Belczewski, 2009, p. 193). Aikenhead (2001) also 

found that science teachers “tend to harbor a strong allegiance to values associated with 

scientism, for instance, science is: non-humanistic, objective, purely rational and 

empirical, universal, impersonal, socially sterile, and unencumbered by the vulgarity of 

human bias, dogma, judgments, or cultural values” (p. 338). Thus, students face a cross-

cultural experience when they study Western science (Aikenhead & Huntley, 1999; 

Sammel, 2009). This adherence to the values of scientism may explain why Aboriginal 

peoples are underrepresented in the science disciplines as well as in prerequisite training 

programs (Aikenhead, 2001; Belczewski, 2009). 

The participants in this study described the content of their science classes: 

Depending on what type of science you are taking about. So if we are talking 
about chemistry, it’s how chemicals work together and how things work when 
they compound. And then in chemistry, the elements that are in our world type 
thing. Then in biology, we’re talking about how bodies work, animals work, how 
the ecosystem works. Why things are like they are (Toni, May 2013, p. 1). 
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We learn like chemistry and stuff like that. And, like recycling and like the world 
and how the world’s gonna die if, I don’t know, if we’re not being more healthy or 
whatever (Pocahontas, May 2013, p. 2). 
 
None of the participants voluntarily described learning Aboriginal content in 

science class. The topic had to be probed by the researcher in each case. This lack of 

description may reveal how little Aboriginal content is being taught in science class. 

When probed, the participants described Aboriginal content: 

In science last year we, we did have an Elder come into our class to touch on the 
different national parks and stuff like that. So that was really good…. You know, 
give us questions, and tell us how biology was one of the important sciences that 
Aboriginal people used…. In Chemistry, nothing. We didn’t learn anything in 
Chemistry. Biology 20 was the one we learned about national parks and stuff like 
that. We also learned about microorganisms and stuff like that. It was only the 
part that we learned about national parts and different volcanos, stuff like that. 
That’s the only time we’ve had to discuss [Aboriginal content]. Science 10, we 
didn’t learn anything. And I don’t remember Science 9 too well but I don’t 
remember that we learned anything Aboriginal either (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 7). 
 
Like Native Americans, we believe in Mother Nature, we don’t hurt Mother 
Nature and we respect Mother Nature. So we don’t litter or anything like that. 
And so I think in science we were talking about how if it was the same way, how 
then the earth would be more healthier and stuff (Pocahontas, May 2013, p. 2). 
 
Elder B came to our class and told us about like how to grow carrots with no … 
pesticides and stuff like that. And how it tastes better when it’s fresh (Toni, May 
2013, p. 1). 
 
Sometimes Teacher E will bring it up in Chem. Just being like, um, First Nations 
used this as medicine way back when. You know. But it’s not like Teacher E got 
into a whole story about it…. Teacher E skims through it here and there. Teacher 
E gives a little background story on it. It’s not like you have to write a paper on it 
or anything. Teacher E will just talk about it for a little while…. Teacher E talks 
about something and then gets into a little more detail about it. Like, we’re 
talking about mixing chemicals and Teacher E’s like, “this chemical is actually 
this medicine and it was used by First Nations back when and when the settlers 
came” and [then] talks about that (Wendy, May 2013, p. 3). 
 
None (Tyler, May 2013, p. 4). 
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Interestingly, in her description of the Elder’s visit, Rhonda notes how “biology was one 

of the important sciences that Aboriginal peoples used”. Yet, she was unable to elaborate 

on how biology was used in Aboriginal cultures. Thus, the diversity of ways of 

understanding the world within Aboriginal cultures was “rendered invisible and invalid” 

by the science education Rhonda received (Sammel, 2009, p. 52). In Rhonda’s story, it 

appears the Elder was suggesting that a wide range of Aboriginal content could be 

embedded into the biology curriculum, yet it is limited to topics such as the national 

parks, Mother Nature, and gardening. The comment of the Elder is supported by Ermine, 

Sinclair, and Jeffery (2004) who state that, “Native science stems from an intricate 

knowledge of the environment through a history of close connection with the land and its 

order” (p. 30). They describe how “First Nations perspectives about the natural world can 

enhance western scientific research” (p. iii). Ermine et al. (2004) further elaborate that, 

“increasingly, western scientists and academics are recognizing the importance and value 

of the traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) held by Elders and other members of 

Indigenous communities” (p. v). 

Pocahontas’s statement that, “So we don’t, like litter or anything like that” reveals 

that Aboriginal peoples were essentialized in her science class as protectors of nature. 

Daigle (2000) explains that the essentialization of a people “occurs whenever the 

members of a group are characterized as being basically the same” (p. 7).  

Wotherspoon (2006) notes that teachers typically view educational modifications 

to serve Aboriginal students in terms of “incremental changes to what they are already 

doing” (p. 683). His findings are supported by Aikenhead and Huntley (1999) who found 

that Aboriginal knowledge was respected by the science teachers in their study “but only 
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a token amount was added to, but not integrated with, school science” (p. 165). Wendy’s 

statement reveals how Aboriginal content was included in a cursory fashion in chemistry. 

It is clear from her statement that the knowledge that is presented is that of Western 

science and that Aboriginal content is viewed as an add-on. Of particular importance is 

Wendy’s statement that, “it’s not like you have to write a paper on it or anything”. 

Wendy seems to imply that students are not being assessed on the information. Toni 

described the importance of marks and assessment when she remarked that, “And we got 

marks for that and so all of us did it” suggesting that students take a cue of what is 

important through what is assigned marks. Therefore, the message being sent to the 

students in Wendy’s chemistry class is that the Aboriginal content is not important; thus, 

Aboriginal content and peoples are relegated to the margins. 

When asked if he would like to see more Aboriginal content in science, Tyler 

responded: 

No … I don’t really think that’s where it should be is in science (Tyler, May 2013, 
p. 4). 
 
Due to the lack of content that he has been taught, Tyler is unable to identify any 

understanding of Native science that Ermine (2007) describes. Therefore, Tyler is 

experiencing a complete disconnect between the Aboriginal values and history that he is 

learning at home and the knowledge he is learning in school. 

Mathematics. Examining the students’ stories of math class is also important as it 

is common for there to be close to a 20% difference in marks in grade 11 mathematics 

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 

2011b, p. 8). Grade 11 mathematics is significant as it is the last grade in which 

mathematics is compulsory for graduation in Saskatchewan. Research and assessment 
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results have repeatedly shown that Indigenous students have been and remain isolated 

and marginalized in the learning of school mathematics (Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education 2010; Russell & Chernoff, 2013). In an effort to respond to such statistics, the 

Saskatchewan Ministry of Education included a section on First Nations and Métis 

Learners and Mathematics in each of the renewed provincial curricula. In the section, the 

Ministry notes, “It is important for teachers to realize that First Nations and Métis 

students, like all students, come to mathematics classes with a wealth of mathematical 

understandings. Within these mathematics classes, some First Nations and Métis students 

may develop a negative sense of their ability in mathematics and, in turn, do poorly on 

mathematics assessments” (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education 2009b, p. 17).  

The students’ descriptions of math class were sparse and relegated to a description 

of mathematical concepts. For example, both Tyler and Toni described,  

[I learned about] Geometry, division. Just the whole, I guess, fractions. All the 
math stuff (Tyler, May 2013, p. 1). 
 
We did stuff like Pythagorean Theorem. And we did probability. I think we did 
Pythagorean theory in grade 10 though (Toni, May 2013, p. 1). 
 
The Saskatchewan Ministry of Education (2009b) math curriculum document 

describes how, “mathematics instruction focuses on the individual parts of the whole 

understanding and, as a result, the contexts presented tend to be compartmentalized and 

treated discretely” (p. 17). This description certainly appears to be the case from the 

students’ comments, and is particularly clear from Toni’s description of what she learned 

in math. In other subject areas, Toni demonstrated the ability to describe parts as they 

related to the whole. Yet here, she was only able to describe mathematical concepts. The 

Ministry document describes how this approach to instruction is problematic noting that, 
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“this focus on parts may be challenging for students who rely on whole contexts to 

support understanding” (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2009b, p. 17). 

Again, it is important to look at what is not stated in the above descriptions of 

mathematics, namely the inclusion of Aboriginal content, leading the reader to assume 

that there is little or no Aboriginal content being taught in the students’ mathematics 

classes. Rhonda elaborates on this assumption: 

In math, I didn’t really learn about Aboriginal people. Actually I didn’t. The only 
time I ever seen something Aboriginal was because I looked in the Math Makes 
Sense book…. I think the only time I ever touched on Aboriginal content is if it 
was one random question…. It wasn’t like that. It was just like, “do question 4, 5, 
and 6.” And one of those questions might have been on how much fish this person 
caught, and stuff. It was never like, “oh, since we’re on the topic of Aboriginal 
fishing, let’s take a look at how many tribes in use fishing.” It was never that way 
(Rhonda, May 2013, p. 6). 
 

The mathematics curriculum produced by the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education 

reveals reads:  

mathematics is not acultural. As a result, teachers realize that the traditional ways 

of teaching the mathematics are also culturally biased. It is important for teachers 

to recognize the influence of cultural contexts on mathematical learning. 

Educators need to be sensitive to the cultures of others, as well as to how their 

own cultural background influences their current perspective and practice. 

(2009b, p. 18)  

In her description, Rhonda highlights how a key resource for mathematics education in 

Saskatchewan, Math Makes Sense, provides the content that teachers could use to begin 

to incorporate Aboriginal content into their mathematics class. Furthermore, she 

describes how it would be easy for a teacher to go beyond the surface level content that is 
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presented in the textbook to provide a meaningful engagement with the content. The 

Ministry curriculum document highlights that:  

Individually, and as a class, teachers and students need to explore the big ideas 

that are foundational to this curriculum and investigate how those ideas relate to 

themselves personally and as a learning community. Mathematics learned within 

contexts that focus on the day-to-day activities found in students’ communities 

support learning by providing a holistic focus. (Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education, 2009b, p. 18) 

Through Rhonda’s description, it is also easy to see how teachers could use this content 

provided in the math textbooks to begin a discussion about culture and the bias that exists 

in mathematics as highlighted by the Ministry.  

Rhonda also gives insight into her reaction to seeing Aboriginal people 

represented in textbooks when describing the content in the Math Makes Sense textbooks. 

She describes:  

I noticed that in my math textbooks now, as the new Math Makes Sense textbooks, 
there’s a lot of Aboriginal featured stuff in there, which I love. I love when I 
looked through the math textbook and we looked at a page and there was an 
example of Aboriginal fishing or something. And there’s pictures, there’s pictures 
of little Aboriginal kids in there (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 6). 
 

Here, it is easy to see her excitement of seeing content that was directly related to her 

culture and seeing images that represented her. However, she continues: 

Sometimes, our teacher would be like, “do questions 4, 5, and 6.” And it 
happened to be one of the questions was like … something about fishing or how 
many fish did he catch? You know, stuff like that. But I didn’t learn anything other 
than that (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 6). 
 

Here, the teacher’s decisions to only include Aboriginal content occasionally and then in 

a cursory fashion means that her hopes were not actualized.  
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English language arts. When it came to learning about Aboriginal content in 

English language arts, the students were divided. Pocahontas observes:  

I don’t remember, like, reading books about Native Americans. But I remember 
reading books about the Holocaust and stuff…. But there has never actually been 
like a novel or anything that we read about [with Aboriginal content]. And, I 
don’t know, I feel like we should. Cause then there’s like a storyline instead of 
reading it in textbooks it’s kind of boring ‘cause your learning facts and stuff. But 
if there’s a story and kids are reading it, it’s like you’re in the book and, I don’t 
know, books are fun to read and stuff (Pocahontas, May 2013, p. 1). 
 

On the other hand, Wendy, Toni, and Rhonda had a different experience with Aboriginal 

content in English language arts. They describe that:   

English is probably the majority of the place where I get it [Aboriginal content] 
from (Wendy, May 2013, p. 2).  
 
But in stuff like English, you can incorporate it but in a different way. Cause right 
now, we’re learning about residential schools and the 60’s Scoop and what it did 
to people…. What people have written about these stories and stuff (Toni, May 
2013, p. 8). 
 
We actually got down to reading about Aboriginal topics. After we read Someday 
or April Raintree, we got down to actual issues that not only happened back then 
like residential schools but are still happening now (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 2). 
 
At first glance, these two descriptions of English language arts seem 

contradictory. However, a closer investigation of the curricula may reveal why the 

students have had different experiences in English language arts, as the definition of 

curriculum includes the content as put forth by the provinces. The renewed Saskatchewan 

curriculum uses outcomes and indicators. According to the Saskatchewan Ministry of 

Education (2012), outcomes, “identify the most important understandings and abilities to 

be developed in the specific grade level” (p. 16).  

At the time they were interviewed, Wendy was in grade 11 while Toni and 

Rhonda were in grade 12. Both the grade 11 and grade 12 curricula have an outcome 
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specifically surrounding First Nations and Métis content. The outcome states, “View, 

listen to, read, comprehend, and respond to a variety of grade-appropriate First Nations, 

Métis, Saskatchewan, Canadian, and international texts that address: identity; social 

responsibility; and social action” (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2012, p. 32). 

Furthermore, the grade 12 curriculum dedicates one whole semester to the study of 

‘Canadian Voices’ and designates such voices as “First Nations, Métis, Saskatchewan, 

and Canadian texts only” (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 40). Therefore, 

Wendy, Toni, and Rhonda took classes where First Nations and Métis content and 

perspectives were identified as the most important elements of the curriculum.  

However, at the time of the interviews, Pocahontas was only in grade 10. In the 

grade 10 English language arts curriculum, First Nations and Métis content is not defined 

as an outcome but is rather an indicator. The Ministry of Education defines an indicator 

as “indicators are a representative list of what students might do to show that they know 

and/or are able to do in order to achieve an outcome, and represent the breadth and the 

depth of the outcome [emphasis added]” (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2011a, p. 

16). Therefore, the student could demonstrate knowledge of First Nations and Métis 

content but can still achieve the outcome without doing so. Consequently, the curriculum 

allows teachers the option of choosing to teach First Nations and Métis content or not. It 

is clear that Pocahontas’s teacher(s) elected not to teach the content.  

Social sciences. Saskatchewan’s Ministry of Education has taken a non-integrated 

approach to the social science curricula (Tupper & Cappello, 2008). At the school where 

the study took place, in order to meet the requirements for graduation, students were 

required to take social studies and/or Native Studies at the grade 10 level. In grade 11, 
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students could choose from social studies, Native Studies, or psychology. They were then 

required to take social studies in grade 12 but the students also had the option of choosing 

additional courses in psychology and law. According to Kanu (2006), “social studies 

offers opportunities for the use of a variety of curricular materials, teaching strategies, 

and  learning tasks that apply across different academic disciplines” (p. 122). Again, an 

examination of the participants’ descriptions of social studies is helpful in exploring the 

curriculum of the classes: 

In social, is learning about stuff like where all of the things are, when Canada 
became a country, when the Northwest Territories became their own province in 
Canada (Toni, May 2013, p. 2). 
 
Like Native Americans and then, like, the world, and like the world map and like 
continents and states and stuff. And Canada (Pocahontas, May 2013, p. 2). 
 
I learned the maps… basically geography I guess (Tyler, May 2013, p. 2). 
 
Social Studies is like learning about Canada (Wendy, May 2013, p. 2). 
 
Kanu (2006) describes how in their study of incorporating Aboriginal content into 

the curriculum, the researchers and classroom teacher: 

Infused instruction on understanding the importance of respect in Native cultures, 

the vital role of [E]lders, the importance of family and community to Native 

identity, the importance of spirituality in learning and education and in the lives of 

many Native peoples the various effects of European contact and settlement on 

Native peoples, and Native contributions to Canadian society into the social 

studies curriculum. (p. 124) 

Additionally, Silver et al. (2002) and MacIver (2010) note that Aboriginal issues and 

perspectives could be infused throughout the social studies curriculum with topics such as 

residential schools, treaties, the Indian Act, and living culture of Aboriginal peoples 
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today. These suggestions clearly demonstrate the possibilities for the integration of 

Aboriginal content into the social studies curriculum. However, when specifically asked 

if they had taken Aboriginal content in social studies class, Rhonda noted:  

In Social 30, which I’m taking now, we haven’t learned anything about 
Aboriginal people so far and I don’t think we will. If we have time to get through 
everything else we will. We just learned about governance (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 
5). 
 

The social studies 30 curriculum in Saskatchewan is entitled Canadian Studies. The 

curriculum document, written in 1997, contains a section entitled “Indian and Métis 

Curriculum Perspectives”. This section outlines the expectations of the Ministry for 

appropriate inclusion of “Indian and Métis content in curriculum and instruction” saying: 

curricula and materials will concentrate on positive images of Indian, Métis, and 

Inuit peoples; curricula and materials will reinforce and complement the beliefs 

and values of Indian, Métis, and Inuit peoples; curricula and materials will include 

historical and contemporary issues; a strong curriculum emphasis will be given to 

Indian/Métis Studies, Indian languages, and English language development; and 

curricula and materials will reflect the legal, cultural, historical, political, social, 

economic, and regional diversity of Indian, Métis, and Inuit peoples. (1997, p. 6)  

The Ministry expectations go on to state, “Saskatchewan teachers are responsible for 

integrating into the appropriate units resources that reflect accurate and sufficient Indian 

and Métis content and perspectives. Teachers have a responsibility to evaluate all 

resources for bias and to teach students to recognize such bias” (p. 17). However, St. 

Denis (2011) notes that, “integration of Native Studies content into existing courses could 

easily result in the erasure of Native Studies” (p. 307). This certainly seems to be the case 

with Rhonda’s experiences of being taught social studies.  
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 Rhonda was able, however, to identify one element of Aboriginal content that she 

had been taught. She explains that: 

I know we had one question asking us, “what type of Aboriginal people are in 
Saskatchewan?” And I remember writing, “Cree, Dene, Sioux.” That was it 
(Rhonda, May 2013, p. 5). 
 

Her remark is particularly alarming with respect to possible misinformation that Rhonda 

may be receiving in her social studies class. The curriculum guide lists the Aboriginal 

people of Saskatchewan as “Cree, Siksika, Nakota, Dakota, Dene, Anishinabeg, Métis, 

and Inuit” (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2002, p. 20) suggesting that the 

information that Rhonda’s class was given was wrong. Furthermore, Rhonda failed to 

mention non-status Indians despite the fact that, as previously noted, the term Aboriginal 

is an inclusive term covering First Nations, Métis and Inuit people suggesting this fact 

may not have been taught to the class. In addition, Rhonda identifies one of the groups as 

‘Sioux’ despite identifying herself as Nakota. This fact might suggest that the idea the 

issue of naming and the importance of names did not come up in class. This could mean 

that the origins of the term ‘Sioux’ were not discussed and no interrogation as to why 

some prefer the term ‘Nakota’ as Rhonda does. Furthermore, Warry (2009) notes 

“increasingly, Aboriginal peoples are returning to their languages to describes themselves 

and their communities. Aboriginal words are replacing European ones” (p. 10).  

The participants identified that part of the reason there is not much Aboriginal 

content taught in social studies is because Native Studies is offered at the school. 

Therefore, the belief among students is that all Aboriginal content is taught in Native 

Studies. This fact is clearly demonstrated by the participants: 

I was more interested in the education of Native Studies than learning of maps 
and stuff (Tyler, May 2013, p. 2). 
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Like if I wanted to learn about Aboriginals I would have took Native Studies 
(Wendy, May 2013, p. 2) 
 
I didn’t take Social but Jamie and Vikki and Ann [did and] they never said 
anything about learning about First Nations or anything like that (Wendy, May 
2013, p. 2). 
 

However, both Wendy and Rhonda reveal that the belief that Aboriginal content should 

be taught in Native Studies is also held by teachers: 

I feel like Social Studies doesn’t have much to do with the First Nations…. It’s 
almost like they skipped over that part. I feel like Social kind of skips over that 
part and just lets Native Studies handle it (Wendy, May 2013, p. 2). 
 
[In social studies 9], we learned about kings and queens and I remember thinking 
“why am I learning about this? This happened in 1400-something.” And I 
remember asking [the teacher], “Well why can’t we learn about Aboriginal 
people? Like when do we get to that topic?” And him saying, “You don’t learn 
about it in grade 9, you learn about it in grade 10. You can take Native Studies 
10, and you’ll learn about it then, but I’m teaching about this” (Rhonda, May 
2013, p. 5). 
 
Both Rhonda and Toni were particularly upset with the separation of social 

studies and Native Studies: 

I think that all of this history needs to be turned into Canada’s history. Not Native 
American history…. We’re separate but we’re the same country but we’re 
separate. And I don’t understand. There’s Native American history and then 
there’s Canadian history. And they’re kept different. Even though residential 
schools and Native Americans being here before Christopher Columbus and all of 
this is Canada’s history. And it’s kept different right now. Is that when people 
teach it, they still keep it different. They keep it separate…. I feel like a lot of 
Canadians don’t take into the matter that residential schools is our history. Not 
just Native American’s history…. But people need to just understand that this fact 
happened. And it’s not going away if you just ignore it. Because it’s issues going 
down and down generations…. And people, who keep these separate, the 
Canadian history and Native American history separate, they are ignorant (Toni, 
May 2013, p. 8-9). 
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I think they should have the Native Studies 30 and I think that it shouldn’t be a 
choice, it should be combined with Social. So you know how there’s what 5 
months in the semester? In the sense of 2½ months should be part social, you 
know governance, and the other 2½ should be about Aboriginal people and 
Aboriginal governance as well (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 5). 
 
In her statement, Toni recognizes the partial history of the country that is 

presented in social studies classes. Her concern is supported by Razack (2002) who notes 

that, the Canadian national story told in educational institutions “has largely rested on the 

idea that peoples of European origin are the country’s original citizens and the ones who 

are largely responsible for its development” (p. 199). Consequently, Toni is calling for 

teachers to acknowledge the ways in which Canadians and the Canadian government 

have oppressed Aboriginal peoples in the past and to rewrite the history of Canada to 

include Aboriginal peoples. Her appeal echoes the participant in St. Denis’ (2010) study 

who called for teachers to “teach Aboriginal content as Canadian content” (p. 29). 

Additionally, Toni’s sentiment echoes the requests from the Aboriginal students in 

Kanu’s (2002) study who maintained the curriculum should include Aboriginal 

perspectives, histories or traditions, and interests, all of which have been largely denied to 

them in the school system. Tupper and Cappello (2008) support Toni’s beliefs about the 

separation of social studies from Native Studies noting that the separation of the two 

classes further marginalizes the lives and experiences of Aboriginal peoples. Donald 

(2004) similarly agrees remarking that the tendency to separate the stories of Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal peoples in the school curriculum is “one symptom of the legacies of 

colonialism and paternalism that have characterized schools and Canadian society” (p. 

23).  
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Finally, the participants also gave insights into the discourses that appear to 

permeate throughout their social studies classes. First, the discourse of terra nullis is 

present. Terra nullis is the idea that the land was uninhabited if the people were not 

Christian or agricultural (Sterzuk, 2011). Wilson (2008) explains that during this phase of 

colonialism, Aboriginal peoples were recognized as being physically present on the land 

but were viewed with indifference and as “possessing barely human status” (p. 46). They 

described: 

Just ‘cause it’s like Canada was founded then it was [today]…. And it’s just like, 
settlers came in this year and it was just kind of like that (Wendy, May 2013, p. 2). 
 
Christopher Columbus came over and about how he thought he was going to 
India and how he came to Canada, I guess, or I guess North America. And he 
seen Native Americans and thought they were Indians from India so he called 
them Indians. So, I don’t know, people still call them Indians to this day. And, 
talked about how they didn’t understand English and, um, just about how he 
moved, how he made what was there into like Canada and the United States and 
stuff. And how like the difference was from when Native Americans were on the 
land to when Christopher Columbus came over and changed the land and 
whatnot (Pocahontas, May 2013, p. 3). 
 
Wendy’s statement “Canada was founded” suggests that prior to the arrival of 

Europeans there was nothing present. Pocahontas’ story of Columbus further reinforces 

the settler myth. In particular, Pocahontas notes that, “Columbus came over and changed 

the land and whatnot” suggesting that Columbus brought with him an inherently superior 

system than was currently present. By highlighting the arrival of settlers, students are 

being sent the message that prior to “discovery”, nothing worth learning about occurred. 

Thus, the complex political, economic, and social organizations of the First Nations and 

Inuit who inhabited the land prior to European contact are erased. It is also important to 

look at Pocahontas’s explanation of the label ‘Indian’ given to the people on the land. 

Donald (2004) explains, “from the very beginning of the use of the term Indian, Indians 
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were conceptualized as people with specific characteristics and inclinations” (p. 27). He 

goes on to elaborate that labeling all people who lived on the land ‘Indians’ allowed the 

colonizers: 

To co-opt the identity and collectivity of the people they called Indians by 

denying them the chance to be considered real people with real tribal names living 

in particular places, and instead translated that reality into a European rendition of 

the noble savage called, generically, Indian. (p. 27) 

The discourses of terra nullius and Christopher Columbus’ ‘discovery’ of America are 

particularly important to the overall study of curriculum as it represents a tactic of the 

colonizer to deny colonialism and its subsequent impact today (Kivel, 2002). Based on 

the participant’s stories, these tactics appear to be present in the classrooms of 

Saskatchewan. 

Physical education. In Saskatchewan, physical education classes are mandatory 

throughout elementary school and one physical education credit at the high school level 

is required for graduation. Halas (2011) describes the physical education classroom as a 

“culturally white space” (p. 13). This is because, physical education classes “promote 

western values such as competition, individualism, [and] domination” and are a place 

where “hierarchies prevail” (pp. 13–14). She also notes that while she would like to 

believe the culture of the class is changing to “incorporate indigenous values such as 

belonging, mastery, independence and generosity,” she recognizes that this is not the case 

yet (p. 14). Van Ingen and Halas (2006) describe how the current practice of integrating 

Aboriginal content and perspectives into the physical education curriculum is more likely 

to be the “add and stir” method (p. 381). 
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Therefore, it is not surprising that only one participant described learning 

Aboriginal content and perspectives in physical education class:  

I think that in Phys. Ed. 9 and 10 we did a few things on Aboriginal people…. For 
example, we’ll do some games, like learn how to play lacrosse. But even in 
lacrosse, it’s just a quick handout of the history of lacrosse: what it was used for, 
how the lacrosse sticks are made out of wood or stuff like that. Or when we 
studied canoeing, the handout just described what was the canoe made out of. We 
did a canoe trip, I believe in grade 9, and we learned how the canoe was made. It 
was just like, “it was made by Aboriginal people and they made it out of birch 
wood or whatever.” Stuff like that (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 7). 

 
Rhonda’s remarks validate Halas’ fears about the integration of Indigenous content and 

values into physical education classes. Rhonda’s description shows that Aboriginal 

content is likely viewed as an add-on to current content instead of being an integral part 

of the curriculum, suggesting Aboriginal content may be lacking in physical education 

classes. 

 Arts education. Finally, two of the participants described the integration of 

Aboriginal content into art class. In elementary school in Saskatchewan, visual art is 

covered in the larger arts education curriculum along with dance, drama, and music. Toni 

described her experience in arts education: 

[Elementary school had an] art period, but it wasn’t at all to the extent that high 
school art is. High school art you’re actually learning and in elementary school, 
they’re just like, “Here, we’re going to make something for Mother’s Day” and 
“We’re going to paste stuff on here” (Toni, May 2013, p. 3). 
 

Toni’ described the lack of technical instruction in her art class, likening it to simply 

doing crafts. Toni commented further on the topic of the amount of Aboriginal content: 

Elementary school was never like we’re gonna learn a whole unit on Aboriginal 
art you know in Art class. Or we’re in music. We took music in elementary school 
it was never on the different flutes or drums and stuff. It was never like that (Toni, 
May 2013, p. 3). 
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On the other hand, Rhonda described Aboriginal content in her arts education without 

having to be prompted: 

I know we had Métis jig one year where a lady came and taught us Métis jig for 
like a period of class. And she taught all the grades from 1 to 8, not just us. They 
also had an artist came in and they showed us artifacts, they showed us different 
artifacts from art history…. Elementary school was never like we’re gonna learn 
a whole unit on Aboriginal art you know in Art class…. It was never like that. It 
was the odd day where we got a speaker in and they taught us stuff. That was it. 
Or the odd handout where we learned about stuff (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 8). 
 
In both of these descriptions, the two participants make it clear that Aboriginal 

content was not integrated into the curriculum in elementary school but, rather, viewed as 

an add-on. Both Toni and Rhonda appeared aware of the possibilities that exist for the 

integration of Aboriginal content in the art, music, and dance components of the arts 

education class. 

At the high school level, arts education is subdivided into specific areas of study 

such as art and music. Because art is an elective class at the high school level, the fact 

that only Toni commented on the class may reflect the fact that she was the only one to 

take that class. She described the content of the art class: 

And in art, we learned how to use things. So there’s like oil paintings and 
watercolor paints…. And I learned everything that you assume art has to do 
with…. We’re also learning about artists and history as well (Toni, May 2013, p. 
2–3). 
 
Again, I had to probe further in order for Toni to discuss what Aboriginal content 

she had learned in art class: 

Like maybe in art, we’ll learn about some Native American art and like what kind 
of different things mean in the art and stuff like that and why it’s special or 
whatever (Toni, May 2013, p. 3). 
 

From Toni’s description, Aboriginal content seemed to be an add-on to the curriculum 

rather than infused into and across the curriculum. Toni appeared to receive more 
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Aboriginal content in her high school class than in her elementary classes, yet it was still 

not the level of integration she suggested was possible. 

Aboriginal content as an add-on. The participants also identified a number of 

times in which Aboriginal content was taught as an add-on to existing content but 

disconnected from a particular class or curriculum including standalone lessons, field 

trips, and extracurricular activities. This is similar to the participants in the study 

conducted by Silver et al. (2002). The stories can reveal how schools and teachers are 

teaching Aboriginal content, providing important insights to the narrative spaces, 

particularly temporality and sociality. First, Wendy describes a standalone lesson: 

It was in elementary school, we kind of did a First Nations thing. And it was like, 
everybody brought their own food and we talked about, you know, what they did, 
how they did their stuff and the way they lived…. It was the way they lived and the 
way they, like, made their tipis, where their food and stuff came from (Wendy, 
May 2013, p. 5). 
 
Silver et al. (2002) call for knowledge of the history and culture of Aboriginal 

peoples to be infused throughout the curriculum. Wendy’s story, however, represents the 

antithesis of this approach. Wendy’s narrative reflects an “add-on” approach where the 

students appear to be sent the message that Aboriginal content is a “fun break” from the 

traditional, Euro-centric curriculum. In this case, the students are not engaged in the 

authentic education referred to by Redwing Saunders and Hill (2007) but are presented 

content in a tokenistic manner. In addition, the activities the participants describe present 

Aboriginal peoples in an essentialized way. Daigle (2000) explains that essentialism 

denotes the characteristics of sameness as being fixed for an entire group. From the 

participants’ stories, the message sent to the participants and their fellow students is that 

an Aboriginal person appears to be one who sits in a tipi and makes bannock or 
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dances/jigs. Donald (2004) references these types of lessons when he explains that, 

“another common approach is to offer the tipis, food, legends and costumes version of 

Aboriginal reality” (p. 25). The consequences of these types of lessons leave the 

impression that Aboriginal peoples have contributed little to society since the buffalo 

were nearly destroyed.  

In addition, the students were able to identify field trips that they went on that had 

a specific Aboriginal focus. For example: 

We went to [a bedroom community located 10 minutes from the city]. And we had 
to climb this big hill and then on top there was these old tipi spots. And you’d see 
because there was a circle of rocks and that’s where apparently the tipis would 
stand. And that’s where they’d chase buffalo into a big giant coulee … a buffalo 
jump thing. And then they’d trap the buffalo down there then they’d die…. There 
was a guy there the whole time explaining all the things and that was like new to 
me. Like I didn’t know anything about the whole buffalo jump thing or the tipi 
thing. And it was cool cause like they still had those rocks there and it’s been a 
long time or whatever (Pocahontas, May 2013, p. 9). 
 
[I remember] going to the Treaty Day Fair. Getting on the school bus for the day, 
going out to the Treaty Day Fair out in [the location of the signing of the 
Treaty....] Going there and seeing all these other kids and seeing reserve school 
kids being there as well. Kids that you knew, not from public school but from the 
reserve. Going there and doing a whole day of cultural activities. For example, 
going to different tipis, doing different arts, crafts, making bannock, and talking 
to Elders that you knew from your community. The Elders were there volunteering 
their time. That was a good day because I knew everybody. I knew most of the 
people that were volunteering on that day and organizing on that day. And also a 
day because I was with my school friends but I also got to see kids from the public 
school with me that aren’t Aboriginal that wanted to learn about Aboriginal 
things. And it was really fun because you learned how to make bannock on a 
stick. Or, you made dream catchers…. Sitting on buffalo rugs with everybody and 
in a tipi and doing a beading and learning beading and crafts and stuff. It was a 
really fun day. And I think that’s the only time (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 8). 
 
Both Pocahontas and Rhonda give insight into their feelings about the trips. 

Pocahontas notes that “it was cool” indicating that she really enjoyed the experience. 

Rhonda talks about her personal feelings of happiness interacting with elements of her 
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culture and the interaction between students from the city and reserve with each other and 

with Elders from her community. However, while both participants expressed that they 

enjoyed the event, it should be noted that the experiences were another example of the 

add-on approach to the curriculum that Silver et al. (2002) caution against. It appears that 

these field trips were not integrated into the curriculum because Pocahontas notes that, 

“that was new to me”. One can deduct that the teacher had not done any prior teaching to 

the field trip about what a buffalo jump was or how it was used. Nor was the trip part of a 

larger unit on hunting methods or the importance of the buffalo. As they were stand-alone 

events, the field trips again served to essentialize Aboriginal peoples and to freeze them 

in time. In this way, Aboriginal peoples are painted as hunters and Aboriginal culture is 

relegated to beads, crafts, and dream catchers. 

Finally, Toni refers to extra-curricular activities that had a specific Aboriginal 

focus: 

I feel like there are opportunities for me to learn a lot, but I have to go out of my 
class to learn them…. Like going to the graduation powwow. There’s stuff like 
that that people are welcome to come and join, but outside of our class (Toni, 
May 2013, p. 10). 
 

Here Toni explains that many of the opportunities to learn about Aboriginal content come 

from outside her curricular classes. This mirrors a finding Silver et al. (2002) noted in 

their research regarding programs that were available to students in schools in Winnipeg. 

Also similar to the participants in the Winnipeg study, Toni alluded to the fact that these 

activities do have value when she said they provide “opportunities for me to learn a lot”. 

However, Silver et al. (2002) note that these extracurricular activities do not satisfy “the 

genuine craving of many Aboriginal youth to ‘know themselves’” (p. 21). Toni and 

Rhonda both elaborate on this noting: 
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So, I still have the opportunity to learn, that’s what a lot of people have as like 
backup ammo when they’re not [teaching Aboriginal content in their classes]…. 
People say, “Well we’re teaching enough, they have opportunities.” But, at the 
same time, why should I have to go outside of my class to learn about Canadian 
history? Why should I? I don’t think it’s fair (Toni, May 2013, p. 10). 
 
The only thing I feel that represents me is myself. And it’s sad because I think that 
there should be more, um, education in an educational institution of being able to 
represent not only me but my culture and having to know about my culture in a 
positive way. Not in a negative way (Rhonda, December 2013, p. 5). 
 
Silver et al. (2002) note some Aboriginal students are happy if they see their 

school is trying, even if only in a superficial way while others condemn these initiatives 

as weak attempts and want a meaningful treatment of Aboriginal history and culture      

(p. 22). While Toni acknowledges there is merit to out-of school activities, she views 

these opportunities as a way for teachers to avoid having to integrate Aboriginal content 

into their classes. Sterzuk (2009) shares Toni’s perspective when she observes that in 

Saskatchewan schools, much attention is paid to including “Aboriginal content as a 

means of decolonizing settler schools and making schools welcoming spaces for 

indigenous and settler students” (p. 10). The first consequence of such a focus is that it 

has little effect on the colonial biases of white settler teachers which are often racialized 

biases. More problematic, however, is the findings of, Brayboy Castagno, and Maughan 

(2007) who maintain that programs are viewed add-ons rather than transforming 

curriculum, the effect is the further alienation of students of color. 

 Textbooks. An insight into curriculum can also be seen through the participants’ 

stories around the use of textbooks in their classes. First, the participants noted the 

absence of Aboriginal content in the textbooks: 
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I don’t want to say seemed incorrect but I want to say incorrect because they’re 
not truthful. It’s a lot of watered-down brief stuff. Like we looked at [a textbook] 
in Native Studies and not once did it talk about the 60’s Scoop that happened in 
Canada out of a Canadian textbook (Rhonda, April 2013, p. 6). 
 

Here, Rhonda is noting that although she was in a class that specifically focused on 

Aboriginal content, the textbook omitted major events in Canadian history that had to do 

with Aboriginal peoples. Rhonda notes the lack of Aboriginal content in the textbook and 

her hopes and desires for the books in the future: 

It was kind of a terrible experience because an important element of Aboriginal 
history in Canada was not in a textbook. And I don’t know why it’s not in a 
textbook and I hope that that gets changed (Rhonda, April, 2013, p. 6). 
 
Rhonda’s negative feelings mirror the work of Costello (2011) who notes the 

continuing damage that is done to Aboriginal students by utilizing classroom materials 

that reference Aboriginal peoples only from the perspective of the colonizer (p. 102). In 

this case, the perspective of the colonizer is that the 60’s Scoop is not significant enough 

to Canadian history, allowing the colonial myth of Canada as a peaceful nation to prevail.  

 Kanu (2002) notes that minority students continue to be treated largely as 

invisible when they are made to experience textbooks considered to be neutral, but in fact 

assume a subject from the dominant white culture. Silver et al. (2002) describe how 

textbooks that assume subjects from the dominant culture, and thus construct Aboriginal 

peoples as the “Other,” are actually a form of institutional racism (p. 26). The participants 

noted this fact: 

They say books are written by the winners. So, it could be completely one-sided 
that no one even picks up just yet…. Like everything that was kind of written from 
a European’s point of view. That’s what it was written like (Toni, May, 2013, p. 
6). 
 
A textbook is, like, somebody else wrote it (Wendy, June, 2013, p. 4). 
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Loewen (1995) specifically describes how one way textbooks are not neutral is 

through the lack of discussion around racism. Specifically, he describes the failing of 

history textbooks at connecting history and racism. He notes, “Not all whites are or have 

been racist. Levels of racism have changed over time” (p. 145). He argues that if history 

textbooks discussed these issues, it would provide “students some perspective on what 

caused racism in the past, what perpetuates it today, and how it might be reduced in the 

future” (p. 145). By omitting White racism from history, students who use the textbooks 

will not “be able to analyze racism intelligently in the present” (p. 170). In his study of 

Canadian history textbooks, Montgomery (2008) notes that “Canadian history textbooks 

reduce racism to individualized and isolated incidents that are largely contained to the 

past” (p. 88). He notes that textbooks do this because they depict racism as “an incident 

resolved or eventually redressed if only quite belatedly” (p. 89). A consequence of such a 

depiction, is that racisms of the past and present are obscured, denied, forgotten, and 

minimized. 

Finally, Daigle (2000) notes that textbooks deliver both subtle and blatant 

racialized messages in the content which essentializes the Other. Although not 

specifically mentioned by other participants in their stories, Rhonda comments: 

In Native Studies, we read some stuff in textbooks, which I didn’t approve of or 
which I didn’t learn about or which something was in there that I didn’t agree 
with. [For example] in some of my English classes, and my Native Studies classes, 
there was a lot of textbook stuff that seemed outdated…. They’re not truthful. And 
I hope it gets changed (Rhonda, May, 2013, p. 6). 
 
It is important to examine the message about Aboriginal peoples that is being sent 

in textbooks because, as Warry (2009) describes, when students see negative images of 
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their culture in school texts, or when their culture is degraded or marginalized, they can 

feel unworthy, embarrassed, humiliated, or enraged (p. 102).  

The examination of curriculum is wide in scope in that it includes the content put 

forth by the province and pedagogical techniques of teachers. The participants were able 

to identify their varied motivations for taking Native Studies, the class at the high school 

level designed to teach Aboriginal content, and how those reasons were not truly 

actualized by the teachers. In addition, the participants were able to identify the lack of 

Aboriginal content they had been exposed to in their content area classes and were able to 

shed light on the impact that has on them as learners. The participants shared the positive 

feelings they got from participating in Aboriginal activities that exist outside of the 

classroom such as field trips and extra-curricular activities but were critical that these 

activities are not an addition to Aboriginal content in the classroom but rather seen as an 

add-on. Finally, the participants were critical of the textbooks that were used in their 

classrooms because of the lack of inclusion of Aboriginal people and history and also the 

outdated material that provided a one-sided view of Aboriginal people from the 

perspective of White settlers. 

Teachers and Administrators 

Teachers. It is important to study students’ stories regarding teachers because 

teacher attitudes and actions have a significant effect on the way students perceive their 

school experience. The participants described both positive and negative interactions with 

teachers. Some teachers developed close relationships with students, an action MacIver 

(2010) describes as making a connection and caring for students. Cameron (2012) 

maintains developing close relationships requires a particular disposition on the part of 
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the teacher. By developing close personal relationships with students, teachers gain a 

clearer understanding of the whole student: his/her strengths and weaknesses, and the 

complexity of his/her life circumstances including any social and personal life challenges 

(Cameron 2012; MacIver, 2010). Through interviewing students in Winnipeg’s inner city 

Kanu (2002) found that nine of the ten participants expected their teachers to treat them 

with emotional warmth and to have personal relationships with them. When teachers 

display personal warmth and make authentic connections, Aboriginal students’ learning 

is enhanced (Costello, 2011). This connection is reflected in the participants’ stories of 

the close relationships with teachers: 

Me and Teacher G talk all the time in the hallway. And I had Teacher G last 
semester (Wendy, May 2013, p. 6). 
 
When my uncle passed away, Teacher P, you know, came and talked to me. 
Because I wasn’t feeling too, well, good after what happened. So Teacher P came 
and talked to me and told me, you know, your uncle would want you to do good in 
school and would want you get an education (Tyler, May 2013, p. 1). 
 
I was graduating [grade 8] and I was walking over the stage and Teacher AA 
gave us our little mini-diplomas for graduating. And Teacher AA gave me a hug 
and told me, “you’re a special one.” But Teacher AA didn’t say anything else to 
any of my friends. So it made me stand out…. And so it kind of made me feel like I 
stuck out in the group somehow. You know what I mean? Like maybe somehow, 
I’m different. When someone notices how you’re different without you showing 
them, it means so much more (Toni, May 2013, p. 1). 
 

The stories reveal the range of ways teachers can demonstrate close relationships with 

their students. Wendy’s description shows how a relationship does not need to involve a 

significant amount of time or grand gestures. She felt she was able to maintain a close 

relationship with her teacher simply by connecting when the two would meet in the hall 

even though she had “Teacher G last semester”. Next, through the close relationship that 

he had developed with Tyler, the teacher was aware of the death of Tyler’s uncle and was 
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aware of the changes in Tyler’s behavior that came as a result. The teacher was then able 

to offer words of advice that Tyler took to be sincere. Finally, Toni reveals how her 

teacher was able to gain an understanding of her strengths and made Toni feel that she 

was being singled out as special. These stories support the claim by Sefa Dei et al. (1997) 

who note that students take to heart the experiences they share with teachers, “especially 

teachers who have shown themselves to be concerned with students’ overall welfare” (p. 

136) 

 Another positive action of teachers is when they understand a student’s academic 

strengths and, consequently, provide them with academic encouragement. The 

participants describe: 

It was a good experience because that was one of the times when that teacher was 
really understanding. Teacher W knew I could do it, knew I had this ambition to 
do a really good essay. And having Teacher W know that I could do it, especially 
around the topic of Aboriginals and Canadian society was really good for me 
(Rhonda, May 2013, p. 1). 
 
I ended up kind of bonding with Teacher CC a little bit. Because I was really 
good in the class. I was really amazing. And when Teacher CC said, “Oh I wanna 
know what project you’re doing Toni” – paying attention to me – “Toni I wanna 
know, I wanna keep updated with what you’re doing”. It kinda made me feel 
special, so I just liked Teacher CC more (Toni, April 2013, p. 2). 

 
 Both Rhonda and Toni’s stories provide examples of teachers who recognize the 

strengths of their students and support them academically. Rhonda alludes to the fact that 

through a previously formed relationship, the teacher was aware of Rhonda’s strength in 

understanding Aboriginal peoples and their place in Canadian society and consequently 

pushed her to write an essay on it. Rhonda described how this experience was positive for 

her when she says it was “really good for me.” Similarly, Toni’s story also demonstrates 

how her teacher was aware of her strength with the subject material and allowed her to 
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work independently on projects with minimal support; however, she ensured Toni knew 

that her work and progress was important through asking for updates and progress 

reports. Toni notes how this attention was positive for her when she says that it made her 

“feel special,” and her resulting increased self-esteem is reflected in the statement, “I was 

really good in the class. I was amazing.” Both stories support the notion that students put 

more effort and motivation into academic work when they feel accepted and recognized 

by teachers (Alberta Education, 2005; Vaselenak, 2009).  

 Conversely, Pocahontas and Tyler described positive actions of teachers when the 

teacher identified their weaknesses and, consequently, provided them with academic 

support: 

Teacher C would just, like, if you were like quiet and stuff, like, if you didn’t like 
really know what to do or anything, Teacher C would like, go over and talk to you 
and make sure [to] explain something to make sure you know what to do and stuff 
(Pocahontas, April 2013, p. 2). 
 
Most of the time when I walk into class, I wanna see if, you know, that teacher, 
has, you know, the courage … to come up to me and ask how I’m doing, you 
know. Am I doing ok on this assignment, is this working out good? That’s the kind 
of ideal teacher that’s the best…. [A teacher who makes] a connection (Tyler, 
February 2013, p. 6). 

  
 Pocahontas’ story reveals a teacher recognizing that Pocahontas communicated 

her lack of understanding by being quiet and, as a result, provided additional academic 

support through providing her with further remediation. Similarly, Tyler described how 

for him, a positive interaction occurs when the teacher checks with him and asks if he 

understands the lesson, giving him an opportunity to express his lack of understanding in 

a one-on-one situation. The participants’ explanations are supported by Kanu (2002) who 

found that one successful strategy for teaching Aboriginal students was “direct guidance 

and support from the teacher through detailed and slow explanations” (p. 110).  
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 Finally, Rhonda described her positive interactions with teachers when they 

encouraged her to share her experiences as an Aboriginal person. Lewthwaite and 

McMillian’s (2010) research revealed teachers who provided an opportunity for students 

to share their experiences, skills, and knowledge was “an effective strategy to promote a 

positive learning environment and promote learning” (p. 166). This finding is supported 

by Rhonda’s stories: 

The only time I ever felt comfortable in that class was when me and Teacher W 
were talking and I would tell personal stories or say something. I was the only 
First Nations kid in that class and the only time I actually felt comfortable was 
when me and Teacher W were looking eye to eye, and she was agreeing with me. 
And she was agreeing and openly saying it to the class and so making sure that 
whatever I was telling her which was my truth of it she was backing it up 
(Rhonda, May 2013, p. 1). 
 
Teacher S being able to push me into positive roles in and around the school, and 
constantly encouraging me to do things and constantly giving me different stuff 
that I can get into and giving me roles in diversity day and really encouraging me 
(Rhonda, April 2013, p. 1). 
 
Teacher U would send me with their daughter to go teach the Métis jig at School 
F when I was in grade 8. It was a good relationship because Teacher U wanted to 
push me out there into getting into stuff as a role model. As an Aboriginal role 
model. And I think that it was good because I benefitted from that relationship 
(Rhonda, April 2013, p. 1-2). 
 
Throughout Rhonda’s stories, the common link was teachers who encouraged her 

to share her wisdom. The first story reveals Rhonda was encouraged to share her 

experiences and, consequently, created a positive learning environment for her. This is 

evident when Rhonda states that sharing her experiences led to an experience where she 

“actually felt comfortable.” Additionally, the second and third stories demonstrate how 

Rhonda was encouraged by her teachers to share her skills and knowledge with other 

students. The positive results from this encouragement for Rhonda can be seen when she 

describes how she “benefitted from that relationship.”  
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These positive stories can be contrasted with negative stories where teachers did 

not make attempts at personal connections, promoting academic achievement, or 

encouraging students to share their experiences. Looking at the participants’ negative 

stories of teacher interaction reveals the extent to which teachers can affect the way 

students perceive their school experience. First, Wendy described a negative interaction 

she had with a teacher who had not established a prior relationship. Consequently, the 

teacher did not have an understanding of her social and personal life challenges: 

I hate class discussions on [controversial Aboriginal issues]. Because I feel like 
the teacher looks over at you every five seconds to see if you’re ok or to see if 
you’re offended in any way, you know what I mean? And it’s like, I know as much 
as the person next to me. Don’t single me out. I feel even more singled out when 
you do that (Wendy, May 2013, p. 2). 

 
Here, Wendy took offense to the interaction because she felt that the teacher was 

assuming something about her position on controversial Aboriginal issues because she 

was Aboriginal. In this instance, the teacher did not spend the time getting to know 

Wendy, her background, or her level of knowledge of Aboriginal issues. Consequently, 

Wendy felt “singled out” within the classroom. Another possibility was that the teacher 

was assuming that Wendy had some “expertise” in the content because she is Aboriginal 

and thereby racializing her. Raby (2004) defines racialization as a “social process 

inscribed with power relations that tend to centre whiteness” (p. 367). Schick (2009) 

reminds the reader “even though the concept of “race” does not hold, the material effects 

of racialization do” (p. 119). In Wendy’s case, the effect was her feeling uncomfortable 

in the classroom. 

Additionally, Tyler described how he felt targeted when his teacher ascribed 

attributes to both Tyler and his friends: 
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In grade 7, the teacher, Teacher Q, would single us out as the “bad students”. 
And so Teacher Q would force us to do more harder things. Which, I don’t know 
if Teacher Q was trying to encourage us or just wasn’t nice…. And so what 
Teacher Q would do is hand out money, like fake money, so every time you did a 
good thing, you got money. This fake money. Us other students, like my friends 
and me, we tried our best to get that fake money. Like we did everything: we 
cleaned off the whiteboards at the end of school, and we wouldn’t get any money. 
Even though Teacher Q saw us doing that. [Eventually], I gave up. She picked her 
favorites (Tyler, May 2013, p. 3). 
 
Tyler’s description reveals he believed the teacher labeled the students good and 

bad and treated them differently as a result. Tyler also described how he believes that 

there was nothing he could do to change the way in which he was labeled. Tyler seems to 

be describing the “overt and covert hierarchies” described by Riley and Ungerleider 

(2008) that “privilege some students while putting others at a disadvantage” (p. 379). 

Cameron (2012) notes that stratified peer groups may emerge in the absence of teachers 

actively playing favorites, but teachers reinforce these hierarchies when they repeatedly 

care for some students and neglect others or when they respond harshly to the behavior of 

one student, but turn a blind eye to a similar behavior in another. On the other hand, 

teachers who mindfully value and affirm each student create a classroom that 

“fundamentally challenges peer hierarchies and animosities” (Cameron, 2012, p. 91). It is 

important for teachers to acknowledge their perceptions of minority students as the subtle 

messages students receive from teachers “may inhibit students from reaching their full 

potential” (Riley & Ungerleider, 2008, p. 379). 

Additionally, Rhonda and Toni described experiences where their teachers did not 

provide academic encouragement: 
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In Grade 11, I went up to the Teacher Y and said, “Look I can’t do this, it’s really 
hard.” And I remember Teacher Y asking me if what I was doing after high 
school…. And I remember her telling me, “Well it’s only an Arts degree, you 
don’t even need math. You could take modified math.” And I remember being 
really mad. Because at that point in time, [my mark was] at 40%. So I still could 
have passed…. And I think just also at the time her just telling me, “Well you 
don’t need it.” Not caring. I think that that made it a lot harder to stay in the 
class. And so I just continuously dropped from there (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 10-
11). 
 
I left for two weeks, and I was out for two weeks because somebody died in my 
family and I had to leave. I came back, and was behind in homework. My grades 
were dropping, I had like a 40%. And so I was trying to work hard but I couldn’t 
do it, I had no idea what I was doing, I would ask for help, so Teacher E would 
come over, and would come to try and help me, and I’d say, “I don’t know what 
this mean, I don’t understand.” And Teacher E said, “It’s in your textbook” and 
then [would] walk away. So then I would say, “I know it’s in my textbook, the 
page is open on my desk, I’ve read the textbook, I don’t comprehend it, I don’t 
understand.” So I raised my hand again, and Teacher E came over and for a 
while. I felt like Teacher E was ignoring me when I put my hand up. So I just 
started calling Teacher E. Cause it was kind of loud in the class anyways. So 
Teacher E came over and I’d say, “I’ve read the textbook, I don’t understand” 
and so Teacher E would try and teach me, and if I’d say, “I don’t understand”, 
Teacher E would pretend not to hear me say “I don’t understand” and kind of 
idly look away and then walk away…. When Teacher E did that it made me feel 
like if you’re not going to try and teach me, I’m not going to try and learn…. 
When Teacher E showed me that he wasn’t willing to teach me, even though I’d 
been away. So I just didn’t…. We’re taught teachers are supposed to be there, 
and when Teacher E wasn’t, it just really, really frustrated me. It made such a 
huge difference that I just didn’t want to learn, I didn’t even want to be in the 
class. I would skip the class. I hated it…. When Teacher E ignored me, that made 
me so angry and frustrated and fed up. I’m like, ok, you’re not going to teach me, 
I’m not going to learn (Toni, May 2013, p. 3). 
 
Similar to Rhonda and Toni, the participants in Van Ingen and Halas’ (2006) 

study who were struggling with teachers, shared stories that “centered on how 

(dis)respected they felt in the school” (p. 386). Rhonda alludes to feeling disrespect when 

she attributes her teacher’s words with “not caring.” Toni shared her feelings of being 

disrespected when she describes how Teacher E “wasn’t willing to teach” her.  
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Through their stories, Rhonda and Toni both demonstrate their belief in the 

teacher’s role to help them learn content. Specifically, Rhonda appeals to the teacher for 

help saying, “Look I can’t do this, it’s really hard” while Toni describes “we’re taught 

teachers are supposed to be there.” Their beliefs mirror participants in MacIver’s (2010) 

study, who said it was the teacher’s responsibility to meet their academic challenges.  

In his study, Schoenlein (2004) describes how dropouts complained “they could 

not get… the academic help they needed” (p. 17). Therefore, Schoenlein (2004) 

concludes that if teachers do not help students achieve, it is more likely that the students 

will drop out. Both Rhonda and Toni’s stories support this contention as they both 

indicated the teacher’s actions had a direct impact on their marks in the class. Rhonda 

describes how she “continuously dropped from there” whereas Toni was more specific 

describing how she would “skip class”. Van Ingen and Halas (2006) note without 

educational strategies that enable Aboriginal youth to experience real academic 

achievement, “students remain excluded from the dominant cultural space of the school” 

(p. 387). Costello (2011) notes that non-Aboriginal teachers rarely “take any 

responsibility for Aboriginal students’ attendance issues” (p. 17). Yet, Rhonda and Toni’s 

statements appear to suggest that the actions of their teachers were a significant factor in 

their performance in class. For Toni, the teacher’s action of ignoring her was a direct 

cause of her decision whether or not to attend class.  

 Finally, Rhonda also described her perception that instead of encouraging her, the 

teachers equated her with the negative stereotypes that they held about all Aboriginal 

students: 

 



118 
 

 
 

They saw something like my grades slipping or me not showing up for school on 
time, and those are things that any student has experienced and not just an 
Aboriginal student…. I think that when they see that they right away assume 
something and it’s usually a stereotype or something negative…. I was, you know, 
Rhonda, the person who did all this stuff, and oh she’s going to go somewhere. 
And as soon as I fell off, and I don’t understand even that comment because how 
could I fall off? As soon as I did something that wasn’t expected of me, which is 
I’m a human being people… it’s school! As soon as you do something that they 
don’t think that you should do, they put you in line with the stereotypes. They push 
you to the side. It’s like ok well she’s a lost cause. And that makes you feel bad 
because you’re like, “Well no, I’m not a lost cause, I’m still Rhonda, the person 
who does everything.” It kind of feels like getting shoved into the negative 
stereotypes that you’re still trying to break (Rhonda, April 2013, p. 4). 

  
From her narrative, Rhonda seems to believe her teachers have the perception that 

Aboriginal students have low marks and are late for school. Therefore, when Rhonda 

started displaying behaviors that aligned with those beliefs such as “grades slipping” or 

“not showing up for school on time,” she believed her teachers equated her with those 

“stereotypes.” Therefore, Rhonda felt like she was written off by her teachers as a “lost 

cause” suggesting that she believed those teachers have ascribed that descriptor to all 

Aboriginal students. However, as Rhonda notes, these behaviors are ones “that any 

student has experienced and not just an Aboriginal student.” 

The above narratives reveal teachers can have a significant effect on the lives of 

their Aboriginal students; through developing close relationships, teachers are better able 

to understand their student’s goals, motivations, and their academic strengths and 

weaknesses and, in turn, mentor students appropriately. Aboriginal students can also view 

their teachers as allies in helping them achieve their educational goals. However, when 

relationships are not developed, the teacher may be unable to respond to the student 

personally or academically and the student may view the teacher with mistrust. 
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Administrators. In addition to examining the participants’ stories of teachers, it 

is also important to understand the participants’ stories regarding their interactions with 

administrators including both principals and vice-principals. MacIver (2010) explains that 

as school mandates change due to external pressures, administrators are provided with an 

opportunity to restructure schools to create a better sense of belonging for Aboriginal 

students. She points out that school administrators must understand their role as an 

advocate for the Aboriginal learner (p. 61). Tyler explains how a vice-principal acted as 

an advocate for him: 

Vice Principal A gave me advice to keep, you know, stop slacking and to just keep 
trying to do my best at doing the work…. All my grades were like D’s and so Vice 
Principal A said, “Look Tyler, you’ve got to catch up”. So Vice Principal A asked 
the teachers how I could catch up. [Without Vice Principal A], I probably 
wouldn’t have passed all my classes. Or any of them (Tyler, May 2013, p. 2). 
 

Tyler’s story suggests he credits Vice Principal A as the reason he passed his classes. No 

teacher stepped into the role of advocate so the vice principal was able to do so both 

through a conversation with Tyler and also through asking the teachers how he could 

catch up. 

 Administrators can also affect a school’s culture by creating a sense of belonging 

for Aboriginal learners by making them cared for, valued and safe (MacIver, 2010; 

Vaselenak, 2009). Principals can do this by making a connection with students. The 

participants in the study identified one way administrators could create a sense of 

connection through daily interactions: 

Vice Principal A would come over and talk to us and ask how our day is going. 
We have like what – how many kids in our school and Vice Principal A would 
come and talk to us and Vice Principal A knows our names, would talk to us and 
ask how our day is going. And it’s just kind of nice that Vice Principal A takes the 
time to talk to people (Wendy, May 2103, p. 5). 
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Two weeks into grade 9 and Vice-Principal A went, “Hey Tones”. And I was like, 
“Tones?” And Vice-Principal A was like, “Is it all right that I call you that?” And 
I was like, “Yeah, I didn’t even know that you knew my name. You’ve given me a 
nickname already”…. Like it’s grade 9 and I didn’t even know that anyone knew 
my name at the school yet. The teachers are having a hard time remembering my 
name. And Vice-Principal A had taken the time to memorize it. So Vice-Principal 
A knew all the grade 9’s already. Like 2 weeks in. And, it’s just like, wow, thanks 
for learning my name (Toni, April 2013, p. 6). 
 
Principal D was pretty cool. I just knew that Principal D was cool and would 
walk around and would interact with the kids and stuff like that like in the 
commons which is always cool. Like I felt like I knew Principal D (Toni, April 
2014, p. 6). 
 
I think it’s really cool when a principal actually has time and just talks to the kids 
and stuff that actually go to their own school and stuff (Pocahontas, April 2013, 
p. 6). 
 

 Each of these stories highlights the importance the participants attribute to the 

daily interactions with administrators, such as acknowledging students, calling them by 

their names, and interacting with them if the opportunity presents. Having an 

administrator know their names and inquire about their lives promoted a sense of 

belonging for the participants because they felt that someone cared for them. From these 

stories, sociality is evident through the participants’ reactions to their interactions with 

administrators. Wendy acknowledged she was aware that it would be difficult for an 

administrator to learn everyone’s names, particularly in a large school, so when it 

happened, the participants viewed the administrators as “nice” and “cool” and felt like 

they had a connection. 

The impact administrators can have on Aboriginal students may also be seen 

through negative daily interactions. In particular, the participants pointed to times when 

administrators were not visible within the school, when they were not aware of who the 
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students were or what their names were, and when they did not take the time to learn the 

students’ names: 

I don’t ever see Principal B. I’m pretty sure I’ve only seen Principal B three 
times…. I don’t think I’ve had a conversation with Principal B before 
(Pocahontas, April 2013, p. 6). 
 
Principal B doesn’t even really do that very often. So, I like never see Principal B. 
I didn’t even know who Principal B was for like the first while. I didn’t even know 
what Principal B looked like, nothing. Because Principal B never interacted…. 
Does Principal B care? Just recently, actually, I just found out Principal B 
doesn’t even know who I was…. Because I went to the office and I asked, "Where 
are the grad pamphlets?" And Principal B goes, “Who are you getting this for?” 
and I said myself. And Principal B said, “Oh! Oh! Oh! You’re, oh!” Like 
Principal B had no idea I was in grade 12, no idea who I was, and it was kind of 
like, “Cool. You’ve been a principal at this school for two years now and you’ve 
no idea who I am and I’m like a graduating student.” I was like put off. It was 
rude. Like I know Principal B’s name, you’d think [a principal] would learn the 
names of the school like Vice-Principal A does (Toni, April 2013, p. 7). 
 
I don’t even think Principal B knows my name. I take it kind of negatively when 
me and Lacy are walking down the hall and she knows Lacy ‘cause Lacy’s a big 
basketball player and Principal B knows who she is. And Lacy’s always talking to 
Principal B. And Principal B’s like, “Hey Lacy” and then says, “How you guys 
doing?” and then Principal B just wouldn’t say hi to me. Principal B just says, 
“How you guys doing” like you know? Plural it and just kind of go with it. I feel 
like Principal B doesn’t take the time to know the kids’ names…. I just feel like I 
shouldn’t even go to the school if the principal doesn’t even know my name, you 
know? I just feel like Principal B should know [the] kids. Principal B should know 
who [the] students are and Principal B should know who does good and who 
doesn’t (Wendy, May 2013, p. 6). 
 
Examining the stories of negative interactions with administrators highlights how 

administrators can create a sense of belonging for Aboriginal students. Toni had a 

negative experience in the office when the principal did not know who she was or even 

what grade she was in, she wondered “does Principal B care” and felt “put off”. Her story 

suggests that knowing minor details about a student such as name and grade gives 

students the feelings that they belong and are welcome. Additionally, Wendy’s comment, 
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“I feel like I shouldn’t even go to the school if the principal doesn’t even know my name” 

suggests that administrators may play a role in a student’s desire to stay in school.  

Pocahontas further explained how administrators not establishing relationships 

can impact discipline: 

Principal A would always say, you know, “Pocahontas, you’re late again.” Me 
and the principal, that was pretty much our relationship: her saying, 
“Pocahontas, you’re late again.” Principal A was really busy walking around the 
school all the time and stuff. So the only time that Principal A did see me was 
when I walked into the office to get a late slip and then Principal A [would] see 
that I’m getting a late slip…. I think that principals should interact in schools and 
stuff with kids. Because if they don’t, I feel like the kids will think that the 
principal is only thinking about doing work and stuff and that they don’t have 
time for the kids that even goes to [their] own school…. If Principal A interacted 
more with like the kids and stuff, I wouldn’t have thought that Principal A didn’t 
have time for the kids that went to [the] school. [If Principal A would have talked 
to me other than those times] then I know that Principal A’s a nice person. If 
Principal A would’ve gone around and talked to the kids and stuff, and I knew 
that Principal A was like a caring person and was nice and stuff and when 
Principal A would come and tell me, “You’re late again Pocahontas”, I would’ve 
been “Oh yeah, I’m sorry”. And, I don’t know, I would actually take it into 
consideration to be early and stuff…. I would just change my outlook on Principal 
A. I would think that I would have liked Principal A a lot more (April 2013, p. 6). 
 

 It would appear from her explanation that Pocahontas did not believe her principal 

had taken the time to get to know her. Consequently, she questioned the principal’s 

motives. Pocahontas described how if their relationship had been different, she might 

have viewed Principal A differently and, therefore, her actions might also have changed. 

In addition, from Pocahontas’ story, it appears that the principal did not take the time to 

talk to Pocahontas and thus get insight into the circumstances that caused her to be late. It 

has been my experience as a teacher that oftentimes, students who are frequently late are 

labeled as a “bad student” by both teachers and administrators. The only time I have ever 

seen this label change is after someone has taken the time to understand the student’s 

story about why he/she was late. However, it is important to note that not all explanations 
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are deemed acceptable. For example, having to take a younger sibling to school is 

considered acceptable whereas sleeping in because one stayed up late playing video 

games would not be. In this way, lateness is an example of the hidden curriculum that 

operates in schools. 

In addition to talking to them, the participants identified other ways that 

administrators could create a sense of belonging in the school. In particular, the 

participants identified ways the administrators could work to establish relationships with 

them beyond daily interaction: 

Principal C would come and ask me to organize this or come and ask me to help 
the younger grades out with this. [For example,] Principal C asked me to run the 
ticket booth. So I was like, ok, I get to sell the tickets, that’s kind of big because 
everybody needs tickets. So me and a friend were running the ticket booth and 
other people to help out with the games and that but it was just kind of cool that 
Principal C singled one of us out to go and do the ticket booth (Wendy, May 2013, 
p. 5). 
 
Vice-Principal B was my basketball coach, a mentor. Vice-Principal B [and] I 
used to spend recesses inside and we’d talk about my life on the reserve or my life 
in the city as being an Aboriginal person…. It was awesome to be with somebody 
who wanted to get to know you and not just you but other Aboriginal students in 
the school (Rhonda, April 2013, p. 5). 
 
These stories describe moments when administrators established relationships 

with students beyond knowing their names and talking with them in the hallways and 

common areas. In these examples, the administrators took time to get to know the 

students beyond daily interactions. In Wendy’s case, her principal recognized her 

organizational and leadership abilities and, as a result, gave her roles within the school to 

maximize those talents. Rhonda’s story reveals the time spent with her vice-principal and 

how beneficial it was to have a person who wanted to know more about her life and 

experiences. 
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Aboriginal teachers. MacIver (2010) suggests that one contributor to the high 

Aboriginal dropout rate is “the lack of Aboriginal role models, particularly teachers and 

principals, with whom students can identify” (p. 8). Consequently, numerous scholars 

have called for an increase the number of Aboriginal teachers as a way to engage 

Aboriginal students and to close the divide between Aboriginal students and the largely 

White teaching staff (Bazylak, 2002; Halas, 2011; Levin, 2009; Silver et al., 2002). 

Therefore, it is important to examine the contact that the participants had with Aboriginal 

teachers and their stories about those experiences. The participants in this study, much 

like the participants in the study by Silver et al. (2002), had very few teachers who were 

Aboriginal. Tyler described that his only contact with an Aboriginal teacher was, “In 

elementary school. Grade 3. On the reserve” (Tyler, May 2013, p. 5). Four of the 

participants did not have a single teacher who was Aboriginal while attending school in 

the city. In fact, Goulet (2005) explains most Aboriginal students in Saskatchewan attend 

provincial schools where non-Aboriginal teachers continue to make up the vast majority 

of the teaching force. Rhonda was the only participant to have an Aboriginal teacher:  

My grade 8 elementary school teacher, Teacher U, was Métis (Rhonda, April 
2013, p. 1). 
 
However, some of the participants were able to identify times when they have had 

an Aboriginal person in a position other than as a teacher; in both cases, however, the 

Aboriginal person appeared to be relegated to the margins: 

I had a coach in elementary who was Aboriginal. She wasn’t the head coach. So 
she was kind of like… just there to like, pass out the balls and set up the nets 
(Wendy, May 2013, p. 7). 
 
Yeah but [they] weren’t a teacher, [they] were like a helper [educational 
assistant]….You know how they like always sit in the corner? Yeah (Pocahontas, 
April 2013, p. 8). 
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As a consequence of being the person who was relegated to the margins of the coaching 

staff, Wendy’s Aboriginal coach was likely unable able to demonstrate any of her 

knowledge or understanding of the game; consequently, she was not seen as an asset for 

the team: 

It was just no one really took her seriously ‘cause I don’t think she knew what she 
was talking about (Wendy, May 2013, p. 7). 
 
On the other hand, Pocahontas does note that the Aboriginal educational assistant 

was able to act in the role of teacher when it came to teaching about Aboriginal culture: 

Educational Assistant A would just have some input on it and stuff. Like I think we 
were talking about, like, Star Blankets, and Educational Assistant A was saying 
how their grandma actually made them with every square and stuff. And 
Educational Assistant A was saying how when you make a Star Blanket, it’s with 
every single fabric is that triangle or diamond shaped fabric or pattern 
(Pocahontas, April 2013, p. 8). 
 

As a result, Pocahontas has a much different outlook on the educational assistant:  

Educational Assistant A really helped me out a lot so I liked her…. That was 
pretty much the first Native American lady that I seen that was a teacher 
(Pocahontas, April 2013, p. 8). 
 

So, despite the awareness that the educational assistant was not a teacher as defined by 

the provincial standards, Pocahontas still classified the educational assistant as a teacher 

as she taught her about Aboriginal culture. 

 The participants in my study seemed to believe that the presence of Aboriginal 

teachers would help to bridge the cultural/class/experiential divide between Aboriginal 

students and the non-Aboriginal teaching force much like the participants in Silver et 

al.’s (2002) study: 

 



126 
 

 
 

Let’s say we had an Aboriginal teacher teaching Native Studies, it would kind of, 
um, it would kind of I don’t know how to put it associate better with them…. They 
have a bit of more understanding of it (Tyler, May 2013, p. 5). 
 
If there was more Aboriginal or First Nations teachers, I’d definitely be a lot 
closer to them. I’d probably joke and be more humorous around them. Just 
because we have the same kind of humor. But I think that it would be a lot better. 
I think I would have more relationships with teachers if there was more 
Aboriginal teachers (Rhonda, April 2013, p. 1). 
 
When responding to the question “Would you like to have more Aboriginal 

teachers?” Pocahontas revealed how having Aboriginal teachers in the school would 

serve as a role model for her:  

Yeah. Cause it’s showing that Native Americans are getting somewhere and 
they’re not just staying on a reserve, they’re getting out and going to university 
and learning how to be something in life…. Cause you don’t see many Native 
American doctors or teachers and stuff like that (Pocahontas, April 2013, p. 8). 
 

Pocahontas’s feelings are supported by a Statistics Canada (2003) report that noted:  

The presence of Aboriginal teachers and aides in the classroom could lead to a 

more positive education experience as they can serve as role models and may 

have an approach to education that is more culturally relevant for Aboriginal 

students. (p. 21)  

Similarly, MacIver (2010) noted that increasing the number of Aboriginal people 

working at all levels in schools would provide “visual connectedness” for Aboriginal 

students and would serve as a model for them “to emulate in completing their schooling” 

(p. 8). 

Elders. Another way to look at the incorporation of Aboriginal teachers is to look 

at the involvement of Elders as teachers. According to Alberta Education (2005), Elders 

are regarded as “the keepers and teachers of an Aboriginal nation’s oral tradition and 

knowledge” (p. 71). MacIver (2010) and St. Denis (2010) stress the importance of 
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involving the Aboriginal community in the classroom saying that it allows an opportunity 

to make learning meaningful and real. Lewthwaite and McMillian (2010) explain 

involving the Aboriginal community could be achieved by having the students hear 

directly from Elders and/or members of their community through visits to the classroom 

or reading transcribed stories from Elders and/or community members. Tyler echoes this 

sentiment: 

I would like to be taught by an Elder or someone who had experience in 
[Aboriginal culture] (Tyler, May 2013, p. 3). 
 
Kanu (2006) describes that a positive benefit of including Elders in the classroom 

is creating connections between curricular topics and the real world of Native students. 

Both Toni and Rhonda explained how this was actualized when an Elder was invited to 

their biology class: 

They came to my bio class one time to talk. Elder B came to our class and told us 
about like how to grow carrots with no pesticides and stuff like that. And how it 
tastes better when it’s fresh (Toni, May 2013, p. 11). 
 
In science last year, we did have an Elder come into our class to touch on the 
different national parks and stuff like that. So that was really good…. You know, 
give us questions, and tell us how biology was one of the important sciences that 
Aboriginal people used (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 7). 
 

In this instance, the Elder was used to support curricular outcomes in the units of 

sustainability and ecosystems in biology class.  

Kanu (2006) also explains that another positive benefit of inviting Elders into the 

classroom is enhancing the pride of Native students in Native knowledge and culture. 

This is due, she explains, to the fact that the speakers “validated and accorded respect to 

Native knowledge in the classroom” (p. 136). Doing so, Kanu (2006) argues, has a 

liberating effect because it releases students “from the constraints of dominant cultural 
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cannons of knowledge” (p. 136). The participants described the effect of having Elders in 

their classroom: 

[In elementary school], we had Elders come in from time to time. For example, 
Elder A came in and taught us how to make bannock. Another time, we had Elder 
B come in one day who taught about the Four Directions and what they meant for 
and a little bit of our history…. I remember in grade 6, we, Teacher X did a really 
good thing on Aboriginal content. Like when Teacher X brought in Elders. And I 
think it was we did a whole unit on values. Aboriginal values and the medicine 
wheel and like stuff like that (Rhonda, May 2013, p. 7). 
 
He and she kind of taught us basically about the culture and the differences and 
language. And other things…. I liked it (Tyler, May 2013, p. 3). 
 
The enhanced pride both Rhonda and Tyler experienced is evidenced through the 

comments “Teacher X did a really good thing” and “I liked it”. Additionally, the 

departure from the dominant cultural cannons of knowledge as a result of the inclusion of 

ideas such as the Four Directions, Aboriginal values, the medicine wheel, culture, and 

language is apparent in the comments made by Rhonda and Tyler. 

 Ryan (1996) describes that typically when Aboriginal resource people are brought 

into the school setting, they are often devalued through giving them marginal roles, 

failing to include them as a substantial component of the lived curriculum, and/or 

devaluing Native culture and heritage in the community. The participants also explained 

how the Elders were underutilized and devalued in the classroom: 

In Native Studies, I think the teacher kept saying, “We’ll get her” but it never 
happened. (Toni, May, 2013, p. 11). 
 
We’ve only had [an Elder come into the classroom] a few times, and [biology 
class] was the only time out of every other subject besides Native Studies and 
grade 12 English that we’ve had an Elder come in and talk to us in depth 
(Rhonda, May 2013, p. 7). 
 
The student’s stories reveal that Elders were not always given a place of honor 

within the curriculum thus sending a message that the Elder was unimportant and unable 
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to bring knowledge of value. Consequently, the benefits that Kanu (2006) describes 

above were only relegated to occasional instances and only in certain subject areas and 

were not completely actualized. 

Racism. McLaren (2007) reminds the reader that “we must always problematize 

the term ‘race’ and see it as an ideological or social construction produced within the 

historical and geopolitical context of its explanatory deployment and as an artifact of the 

social science literature itself” (p. 258). Despite the fact that scientists have disproven 

race as a biological construct (Painter, 2010; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012), Critical Race 

Theory maintains, “race continues to be a powerful social construct and signifier” 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 8). In other words, “race is not about difference, it is about the 

meaning a society assigns to difference, in this case the superficial differences of physical 

appearance” (DiAngelo, 2010, p. 8). Critical Race Theory begins with the notion that 

racism is normal, not aberrant, in society and, in fact, is a pervasive, systemic condition 

(Vaught & Castago, 2008). Critical Race Theory asserts that racism is central to defining 

and explaining the experiences of individuals (Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; 

Solorzano & Yosso, 2002; Yosso, 2005). Therefore, Critical Race Theory is a framework 

that can be used to examine the ways race and racism implicitly and explicitly impact 

discourses (Yosso, 2005).  

One of the first discourses of racism that can be examined is the discourse of the 

school in the surrounding community. Both Rhonda and Wendy discussed the perception 

of the school as dangerous by people in the community because of the high number of 

Aboriginal students: 
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An example is the [open custody residential treatment center program]. People 
look at that program and just assume it’s just Natives that go there. It’s sad, and 
I’m like, “I’m Native and I’m not from [treatment].” It’s sad. It’s hard when 
people look at [this school and they say it’s] raunchy. Why is it raunchy? Because 
it has a [treatment] group. I’ve heard people say [the school is raunchy] and I’ve 
looked at them like why is it raunchy? Why is [treatment] raunchy? Is it because 
majority of the kids are First Nations in there? (Rhonda, December 2012, p. 5). 
 
When I play volleyball at different schools, I just do not like going in there. Just 
because you walk in and I’m wearing my jersey, it has my school name on it, and 
the [players on the other team] are like, “Oh here comes School C, here comes the 
other team.” And it’s kind of like people stereotype our school as being a bad 
school. So when I walk in, I feel like people think that, “I did this [be in gangs]” 
and “I did that [get into fights]”. And I just don’t like the way that I feel in the 
school because you’re the odd man out in the school. And when you have your 
teammates with you it’s a bit better (Wendy, May 2013, p. 3). 
 

 From Rhonda and Wendy’s narratives, it appears the community associates the 

presence of Aboriginal students with negative attributes such as gangs and fights. Rhonda 

describes how she feels the need to challenge those discourses and question people about 

their association of First Nations people with presence in the open custody residential 

treatment center program and with the school being “raunchy.” On the other hand, 

Wendy indicates that these negative discursive productions of Aboriginal students leave 

her feeling isolated when she describes how she feels like “the odd man out in the 

school” because she does not have those attributes.  

The participants in this study shared many stories involving racism. Stories of 

racism were interwoven into the initial interview as well as the interviews on place, 

curriculum, and teachers and administrators revealing how prevalent it is in the students’ 

daily lives and their school careers. It is important to recognize the racism that the 

participants experienced outside of the classroom: 
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One of my first memories of moving to Regina and the city was getting into a fight 
with somebody at recess time because they said something to me that was very 
racist, and that was one of my first experiences. I remember physically fighting 
them and calling them on because of what they said to me. And that was grade 5 
so I would’ve been like 10. And I remember that that was one of my first 
experiences at recess in Regina. Or getting made fun of. It was a serious 
situation. I remember, like, fighting and I remember getting mad and wanting to 
hit this person because of what she called me. And then I remember being so mad 
and then going home and then feeling more bad because I feel like I portrayed out 
that stereotype of what she just said (Rhonda, February 2013, p. 4). 
 

Here, Rhonda describes how she encountered overt racism while traveling to school. Her 

experience was shared by the participants in Halas’ (2011) study who described 

experiencing overt racism “just walking down the street or going shopping” (p. 16). 

Furthermore, in her statement “feeling more bad because I feel like I portrayed out that 

stereotype of what she just said,” Rhonda describes a process whereby she has to police 

herself and her reaction. Rhonda is aware that any negative reaction she has will be 

attributed to all Aboriginal people and, consequently, further negative stereotypes. 

The participants shared further stories of overt racism stemming from their fellow 

students: 

In grade 8 certain things happened where people called me names and I knew 
what they meant, and they hurt me but I didn’t fully understand (Rhonda, 
December 2012, p. 3).  
 
Some students, they wouldn’t pay attention to what they were saying and they 
wouldn’t think before they said something. And sometimes they said something 
that were offensive against First Nations people. And, I don’t like to fight much, 
to talk back or anything. And sometimes, most times, when they would say 
something bad I, well, I didn’t stand up for myself. Or my people, I guess (Tyler, 
February 2013, p. 4). 
 
There’s kids here who wasn’t necessarily taught the right thing about Native 
Americans, or were taught that they are like lazy, drunks, or whatever. You know, 
the stereotypical stuff (Toni, May 2013, p. 8) 
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 Toni’s statement “kids here who wasn’t necessarily taught the right thing about 

Native Americans” suggests that if people are simply taught the right thing, they will 

cease to be a racist. Therefore, Toni is locating racism on an individual level. Toni’s 

statement reiterates the ideas that not all oppressed people possess a true understanding of 

racial oppression. In fact, many people of color are just as confused as White people 

when it comes to an understanding of racism because they, too, have been affected by 

power relations (Leonardo, 2004; Okiolie, 2005). It is important to extend the idea of 

racism as a problem of individuals because, as DiAngelo (2010) notes, locating racism as 

at the individual level “actually functions to obscure and maintain racism’s manifestation 

in our lives” (p. 2). Critical Race Theory maintains that racism also exists on a structural 

and institutional level. DiAngelo (2010) explains this fact noting racism “encompasses 

economic, political, social, and cultural structures, actions, and beliefs that systematize 

and perpetuate an unequal distribution of privileges, resources, and power between white 

people and people of color, with whites the beneficiaries of that unequal distribution” (p. 

7).  

 After hearing the many stories about experiences of racism from her participants, 

Halas (2011) came to the realization that “racism is everywhere” (p. 16). This is because 

up to this point, Halas, a White researcher, did not have to think about race, her racial 

identity, the impact of racism, or the prevalence of racism in society (Schick & St. Denis, 

2005). Therefore, Halas (2011) suggests that it is important for White teachers to hear 

stories of racism as they can “lack a critical social consciousness” (p. 16) about what their 

Aboriginal students are experiencing. Her recommendation is supported by Critical Race 
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Theory as it asserts that through hearing stories, White teachers will be able to better 

understand the experiences of their Aboriginal students (Ladson-Billings, 1998). 

 One can also examine the participants’ reactions to the racist remarks that they 

hear. Silver et al. (2002) suggest, “some students simply ignore it or shrug it off and 

move on” (p. 24), which may have been the case in the situation described by Tyler when 

he did not fight or talk back. However, Silver et al. (2002) describe how “many 

Aboriginal students feel these racist barbs deeply” (p. 24). Despite his inaction at the 

time, the fact Tyler remembered the incident and chose to describe it during the 

interviews may suggest that he was not able to move on.  

 Silver et al. (2002) also describe how some students react against expressions of 

racism. Rhonda described one of the strategies she uses to resist racism is questioning the 

student making the remark. Another way she reacted to racist remarks was by fighting. 

However, students who fight “come to be seen as troublemakers, with various negative 

consequences following that” (Silver et al., 2002, p. 24). Rhonda demonstrates that she is 

acutely aware of this fact: 

I was to get into a fight with another, or maybe even another Aboriginal person, it 
might go around the school and people might stereotype that. So, then you’re 
going to get stereotyped and labeled as something negative (Rhonda, December 
2012, p. 4). 
 

Two of the participants who were targets of racism also described their parents’ reaction: 

After people called me names my mom [sat us] down and told us people are going 
to say racial things, people are going to do. There’s a lot of dangerous things out 
there…. My mom’s security, as soon as we moved to [the city], went up. Like she 
held our hand and she walked with us until we were in grade 6. My mom would 
walk us to school until I was in grade 7, my mom walked us to and back from 
school every day. That’s the security of that (Rhonda, December 2012, p. 4). 
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And then I told my mom about it and my mom like lost it and told my dad. And he 
like went to the school and flipped out and my teacher was like scared and like 
cause like some big guy just comes in the school and like flips out (Wendy, 
November 2012, p. 2). 
 

 Clearly, parents also had different reactions to the racism their children 

experienced. From these stories, one can also gain insight into the temporality and 

sociality of the parent’s experiences. Rhonda’s mom has experienced racism in the past 

and expects to again in the future and was able to counsel her children how people may 

behave towards them. Rosenberg (2004) explains that parents of color are “more likely to 

prepare children at young ages for discrimination” (p. 262). However, Rhonda’s mom 

still did what she could to shield her children from racism in their daily walks to school. 

On the other hand, Wendy’s father decided to react by going to the school and speaking 

to the teacher.  

 The students also described the covert forms of racism in the discourses and 

actions of their fellow students: 

I think that the first few weeks of that class or in any class that we learned about 
Aboriginal topics, it was always hard because you would say something and, you 
know, they’d scoff and say something else. They wouldn’t listen…. And I 
remember that being one of the most uncomfortable experiences I’ve ever had. I 
remember crying and being like, “I don’t know if I can do this - stay in this class” 
(Rhonda, May 2013, p. 1). 
 
The other kids in the class whose parents may be biased or something…. When 
Teacher A would say not all Native Americans get all their taxes paid for … 
Native Americans that live in the cities they pay taxes. And then and so a kid will 
say, well they won’t outright say, “Well that’s what I was told” but they’d say, 
“Well, what about schooling?” or they’d say, “Well what about this?” because 
that’s what they’ve honestly been taught, what they think (Toni, May 2013, p. 6 –
7). 
 

 Toni’s remarks echo one of the participants in Silver et al.’s (2002) study where 

the researchers concluded that Aboriginal students are “very sensitive to racism” and they 
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“read these things” (p. 25). In a similar way, Rhonda and Toni were affected by the 

racialized actions of their fellow students. 

Wendy also described being acutely aware of the ways in which teachers were 

discursively producing Aboriginal students:  

In elementary school, it was just White and Native kids…. And the teachers were 
just like, I wouldn’t say they favored them, but it just seemed like they were more 
cautious towards us (Wendy, November 2012, p. 2). 
 
Critical Race Theory recognizes the participant’s experiential knowledge as 

critical to understanding and analyzing racial subordination (Solorzano & Delgado 

Bernal, 2001; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002; Yosso, 2005). Wendy’s story represents a 

challenge to the dominant discourses of educational institutions that describe the role of 

teachers as objective and promoters of equal opportunity. 

Covert racism is defined as the buried stereotypes that many non-Aboriginal 

people carry in their heads (Silver et al., 2002). Pocahontas describes an instance where 

she believes she experienced covert racism from teachers: 

I think when people think about Native Americans, they think about brown people 
in like skin clothes or whatever. Or like riding horses and bow and arrows and 
stuff. ‘Cause they really only teach from what we look like and stuff like that back 
in the day (Pocahontas, May 2013, p. 3). 

 
Here, Pocahontas describes how she experienced covert racism when teachers only taught 

about Aboriginal peoples in the past and did not acknowledge that the fact that 

Aboriginal cultures are dynamic and changing. Her sentiment is shared by a participant in 

St. Denis’ (2010) study who noted that teachers “don’t bring our people to the future and 

into the present” (pp. 35-36). 

St. Denis (2010) and Silver et al. (2002) describe one element of covert racism as 

the lower expectations teachers have for Aboriginal students. Likewise, Critical Race 
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Theory recognizes how teachers have viewed minority students as deficient (Sterzuk, 

2011). Rhonda describes experiencing covert racism through teacher’s lowered 

expectations: 

Teachers have that expectation of me: a negative expectation…. You, you try so 
hard to push those stereotypes and you try so hard to do something away from 
them – to not let them think that way. But, their own instincts let them think that 
way and I think that you definitely lose a sense of yourself. You kind of feel like 
you failed yourself. [For example,] they see something like my grades slipping or 
me not showing up for school on time…. I think that when they see that they right 
away, they assume something and it’s usually a stereotype or something negative 
and they approach you with it and you’re like, “What?” and you don’t know what 
to say but “Well that’s not what’s going on”  (Rhonda, April 2013, p. 3) 
 

 Rhonda believes her teachers expected her to have low grades and to arrive late to 

school. Consequently, when she began displaying some of those behaviors, the teachers 

saw their beliefs confirmed and, in turn, Rhonda saw her actions not only reflecting on 

herself but also on all Aboriginal students.  

 Rhonda’s beliefs about teachers’ perceptions of her as a student are particularly 

alarming in light of the research performed by Howard (2007). He describes how 

stereotypes may affect school performance. When students are aware of stereotypes about 

their group, they may perform poorly on academic work, “even if they are trying to 

combat such stereotypes” (Howard, 2007, p. 6). Likewise, Wise (2011) describes this 

lowered expectation when he states minority students not only bear the pressure of 

having dropped the ball, they “further carry the burden of wondering whether they had 

dropped it, in the eyes of authority figures, on behalf of their entire group” (p. 99). 

Therefore, because Rhonda is aware of her teachers’ stereotypes, she is less likely to 

perform well on academic tasks. 
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  Through the sharing of these powerful stories, the participants were able to open 

new windows into reality of school not experienced by those in the dominant group. 

Thus, the stories have the power to shatter complacency and challenge the status quo 

(Delgado, 1989; Crosland Nebeker, 1998). However, Calderon (2011) explains that one 

of the difficult challenges she faces as an educator is “people dismissing or not caring 

about the insights provided by indigenous scholars and communities” (pp. 122–123). 

Thus, the implications and future directions found in the next chapter are a way to show 

the participants that they have been heard and their efforts were not in vain. 
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Chapter 5: Implications and Future Directions 

 School culture “generally represents the privileged voices of the white middle and 

upper classes” (McLaren, 2007, p. 244). The stories shared by the participants in this 

study about school experience are extremely powerful counter narratives to the privileged 

voices of the dominant group. This study attempted to provide insight into the 

experiences and realities of Aboriginal students who may be understood as an oppressed 

group, allowing the reader insight into the experience and realities of an oppressed group 

within society (Ladson-Billings, 1998); nonetheless the term ‘voice’ does not imply that 

there is a common voice for all persons of color (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005). Rather, 

Dixson and Rousseau (2005) remind the reader that the term ‘voice’ implies there is a 

common experience of racism that structures the stories of people of color. Consequently, 

readers should not be stuck in notions of positivistic thinking about reliability and 

generalizability of the participants’ stories to other contexts. Doing so limits the power of 

the stories and could create a situation of inaction: if the reader is looking for a reason the 

stories do not apply to his/her particular context, then the reader is not reflecting on the 

participants’ message and, therefore, the reader will never be able to understand the 

implications of the stories for her/himself. Rather, the stories must move the reader to 

action, a process of holding the stories up like a mirror to reflect one’s position in order to 

make change to the schooling system and to begin the process of being in alliance with 

Aboriginal peoples. 

Responding to the Participants 

I found the writing of this chapter to be particularly difficult as I experienced 

conflicting thoughts and emotions regarding the research. First, I find myself struggling 
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to convey my thoughts after reading the participant’s narratives. Delpit (1998) reminds 

the reader that it is not enough to read the stories of oppressed groups. She writes, “we 

must learn to be vulnerable enough to allow our world to turn upside down in order to 

allow the realities of others to edge themselves into our consciousness” (p. 297). Every 

time I read the stories, I gain an added layer of understanding and, at the same time, see a 

different layer of complexity and new implication for myself as a teacher and as a 

member of the dominant group. I am also aware that the stories will continue to influence 

me both in terms of how I hear other stories and in my daily interactions with students. 

Writing a chapter that attends to implications and future directions seems contradictory 

insofar as the students’ stories will continue to affect me; thus, there is no final word that 

can be written on this study especially given the temporal nature of experiences, 

perspectives, and identities. I would hate for the reader to come away believing that 

engaging in this process means that my journey is ‘done’ or ‘complete’ when, in fact, it 

feels like it is just beginning. 

I am experiencing conflicting emotions as I struggle to articulate implications in 

particular. On the one hand, it is very important to me that I honor the participant’s 

stories through offering concrete solutions teachers, administrators, and policy makers 

can use to implement positive school change immediately. There is a part of me that feels 

making these suggests will demonstrate to the participants that the time and the risks they 

took in sharing their stories were not in vain. It would also demonstrate to them that it is 

possible for members of the dominant group to change both their perspectives and 

practices based on courageous words of research participants. At the same time, however, 

my understanding of Critical Race Theory suggests that making immediate solutions 
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would locate the problem of racism within individuals and not at the structural and 

institutional level. Leonardo (2004) explains it is only when critical analysis of stories is 

performed in order to understand the dynamics of structural power relations that the 

stories become important. Therefore, I want to address structural and instructional 

problems in this chapter. However, the possibility of one day having to explain to one of 

the participants that the implications for change I recommended based on their stories 

was the need for change on a structural level sits uneasy. Therefore, in the section on 

‘Implications,’ I have elected to include both. Some of the recommendations stem 

directly from the participants’ words while others provide a critique of the structures of 

schooling as called for through a Critical Race Theory analysis. 

Implications 

Place. One of the basic perspectives of Critical Race Theory is “the challenge to 

[the] dominant ideology” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, p. 25) that claims educational 

institutions are race neutral. When accepting this perspective, then, one must 

acknowledge that schools are landscapes of power and that race and racism are deeply 

embedded within them.  

Educators must take steps to make schools feel less alien to Aboriginal students. 

The participants consistently pointed to the positive impact viewing Aboriginal artworks 

and artifacts had on their sense of belonging in a place, and how belonging was also 

created when the artifacts were located throughout the school and not just centered in one 

area. Based on these narratives, educators should ensure artworks and artifacts 

acknowledging and celebrating Aboriginal history and cultures are placed in classrooms 

and in common areas and ensure these artworks and artifacts reflect Aboriginal cultures 
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as contemporary, dynamic and changing. As well, educators should ensure cultural 

artifacts are located in prominent positions visible throughout the school. 

Having made this recommendation, it is also important to engage in an 

examination of Whiteness, which is central to a critical race analysis because 

unacknowledged White privilege and supremacy helps maintain racism’s stories 

(Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). It is not enough simply to put Aboriginal artifacts in 

classrooms and open spaces because doing so does not change the underlying structures 

of White dominance within schools and, in fact, may further mask this dominance. This 

could be similar to a multicultural approach which Critical Race Theory critiques as it 

only attends to culture superficially. This approach allows White people to feel good 

about themselves and their efforts without examining their own social locations. 

Therefore, all educational stakeholders need to examine the ways that White domination 

is produced and maintained within the education system in an effort to break down these 

structures of oppression. 

Next, the participants clearly indicated the words and actions of people within the 

building had to align with the physical space in order to affirm Aboriginal peoples. While 

this study specifically focused on the actions of teachers and administrators, the 

participants also pointed to the actions of ancillary staff, such as teaching assistants, 

external coaches, and support personnel, in creating a sense of belonging. Consequently, 

all staff members should seek out and establish relationships with Aboriginal students 

and consider what they can do to make Aboriginal students feel welcome, and they 

should be encouraged to broaden their understanding of the unique place of Aboriginal 
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peoples in Canada through in-service opportunities. School leaders, such as principals 

can facilitate this through offering these opportunities on professional development days. 

Staff members must be aware that simply establishing a relationship with 

Aboriginal students does not “end White supremacy” (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012, p. 

124). Sensoy and DiAngelo (2012) further explain that establishing relationships with 

Aboriginal students does not mean staff members “are educated about the complexities of 

racism, that [they] have worked to address [their] internalized dominance, or that [they] 

consistently treat [students] with cross-racial sensitivity and awareness” (p. 124). At the 

same time, staff members must be careful not to fall into the discourse of colorblindness 

because Critical Race Theory asserts that these discourses serve to maintain White 

privilege and supremacy. Rosenberg (2004) cautions that although a belief that being 

colorblind is a way to treat all students fairly, in reality it only serves to silence criticisms 

from people of color. 

Curriculum. Critical Race Theory suggests that curriculum is laden with power 

and designed to maintain a White supremacist master script. The participants shared 

many stories of classes where there was no inclusion of Aboriginal content and 

perspectives. They showed awareness that that their teachers were missing pedagogical 

knowledge about teaching Aboriginal content and perspectives. They described how a 

lack of integration of content negatively impacted their engagement with the subject. On 

the other hand, they shared stories of the positive impact of the inclusion of Aboriginal 

content and perspectives. Consequently, all Saskatchewan K-12 curricula should be 

examined to determine the extent to which Aboriginal content and perspectives are 

included in integrative and meaningful ways.   Outdated curricula should be rewritten to 
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include Indigenous cultural knowledges as a foundational element. Furthermore, the 

Saskatchewan Ministry of Education should consider creating one curriculum combining 

the social studies, Native Studies, and history curricula so that Native Studies becomes 

the “starting point and continued foundation” (St. Denis, 2011, p. 306) for all 

Saskatchewan students.  

Critical Race Theory is also a framework that can be used to examine and 

challenge the ways race and racism “implicitly and explicitly impact discourses” (Yosso, 

2005, p. 70). Because the students spoke of how Native Studies was viewed by both 

teachers and students as the “easy class”. This discourse needs to be examined through a 

Critical Race Theory framework. Teachers need to understand how this discourse is 

sending the message that Aboriginal peoples’ histories and cultures are not as important 

and therefore not worthy of rigorous study. They also need to examine the impacts of this 

discourse on the students, both Aboriginal and White, as well as on themselves. 

Throughout the narratives, the participants spoke of how meaningful Aboriginal 

content was in their subject area classes, but that integration of this content occurred 

infrequently. The participants found it especially relevant when teachers addressed 

current issues and stereotypes with their classes. As a result, teachers and administrators 

should seek to incorporate Aboriginal content in authentic ways in all classes. 

Additionally, teachers and administrators should also seek out the opportunity to learn 

from Elders who are the knowledge keepers in Aboriginal cultures. 

Simultaneously, however, teachers and administrators must understand “the 

relevance of colonization when seeking a deeper understanding of the issues faced by 

Aboriginal peoples and the subsequent effects these challenges have on education” 



144 
 

 
 

(Costello, 2011, p. 19). Doing so will give them “critical understanding of the underlying 

assumptions, motivations, and values which inform practice” (Tuhiwai Smith, 2010, p. 

20). One of the ways teachers and administrators can begin to examine their assumptions, 

motivations, and values is to reflect upon their own education in order to gain an 

understanding of what stories about Aboriginal peoples, Aboriginal cultures, and the 

history of Canada may be missing from their own educational journey and to determine if 

gaps exist in their knowledge. 

The participants in this study revealed their enthusiasm for special days, field 

trips, and extra-curricular activities that focused on Aboriginal content. However, they 

were also aware that these stand-alone activities could present Aboriginal peoples in a 

tokenistic and essentialized way. Extra-curricular activities involving Aboriginal culture 

should be offered in schools and should serve to enhance the content that is taught in the 

classroom rather than to replace it.  

Finally, the participants’ stories demonstrated their awareness of the cultural bias 

that exists in textbooks, the ways in which textbooks present the dominant perspective, 

and the scarcity of Aboriginal content in these resources. Their stories align with critical 

race methodology which challenges traditional texts to explain the experiences of people 

of color. Schools should make a concerted effort to purchase only those textbooks that 

include Aboriginal content and history in an authentic manner.  Teachers need to be 

supported in engaging critically with subject area textbooks that may not include 

Aboriginal content and history or include it in only a marginal way. Teachers need to be 

aware of those elements of Canadian history that are being privileged in textbooks. 

Finally, textbooks should be used as a vehicle to help teachers and students critically 
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examine White domination and privilege through the examination of whose story is being 

included and whose story is missing. 

Teachers and Administrators. Many White teachers lack a critical social 

consciousness about what their Aboriginal students experience, since being a member of 

the majority, dominant group allows one to ignore how race shapes one’s life (Wise, 

2011). Both Regan (2010) and Costello (2011) are clear that one of the ways White 

teachers can engage in the process of decolonization is through developing relationships 

and partnerships with Aboriginal peoples. Teachers and administrators should work to 

overcome potential disconnect by developing personal relationships with Aboriginal 

students and getting to know them intellectually, emotionally, socially, and spiritually. 

The participants shared stories that showed their recognition of teachers’ 

perceptions of both Aboriginal students and Aboriginal content. Teachers and 

administrators should engage in self-reflective work on their own culture and position in 

order to more fully appreciate their understanding of Aboriginal students and Aboriginal 

culture. In doing so, teachers need to confront the stories about Aboriginal peoples that 

they may have learned through their own history and the media in order to determine 

potential biases. Furthermore, teachers and administrators should work to decolonize 

themselves through replacing dominant narratives with counter stories in order to work 

with Aboriginal students as allies. 

The important role that Elders and other community members play in supporting 

students and teachers must be highlighted because they have the ability to connect the 

classroom to the real world for Aboriginal students and, in doing so, enhance Aboriginal 

students’ pride in their own history and culture. Teachers and administrators should work 
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to give Elders a place of honor within the school and to create opportunities for them to 

share their strengths and gifts. By collaborating with and working alongside Elders, 

teachers can be supported as they plan and implement authentic Aboriginal content and 

perspectives into the curriculum. 

Critical race theorists believe people of color speak with experiential knowledge 

about the structural racism in society (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Sterzuk, 2011). The 

participants in this study shared many stories of experiencing racism from classmates, 

teachers, administrators, people in the community, and the media. The participants shared 

stories about the many ways their experiences with racism affected their schooling. 

Teachers and administrators must acknowledge the compounding impact these 

experiences have on Aboriginal students’ lives. By examining how Aboriginal peoples 

are presented in images, content, and curricula, in addition to examining any negative 

expectations they attribute to Aboriginal students, White teachers and administrators may 

be better able to understand the covert messages they send in their daily practice. 

Future Directions 

 This study focused on the narratives of five Status Indian students. Doing so 

meant that only one group of the three groups that comprise Aboriginal peoples in 

Canada was represented. Future research should examine the stories of Non-Status 

Indians, Métis, and Inuit students to highlight their stories of schooling to examine 

similarities and differences to the stories of Status Indian students.  

Much of the current research focused on creating a sense of belonging for 

Aboriginal students has concentrated on the role of teachers. Consequently, there is a lack 

of research examining the role of the administrator in creating a sense of belonging for 
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Aboriginal students and so to further the work of this important issue, more research 

should be done. Additionally, there is no research focused on the role of support staff 

such as educational assistants, office personnel, and maintenance staff particularly 

because the participants identified positive connections with members of those groups of 

people. 

 This study focused on the stories of students and their voices only represent one 

piece of the puzzle. Future research could expand on the student’s voices to include the 

voices of parents/guardians, community members, and Elders to get a more complete 

picture of the current state of education for Aboriginal students. Through this process, 

education could continue to be decolonized. 

Continuing My Journey 

This thesis represents one element in my own personal journey in becoming an 

ally for Aboriginal students and their families as they engage in the education system. 

Many times throughout the process, I have been reminded of Cardinal’s (1969) words 

that, “talking and listening have been one-way streets with White men and Indians” and 

that “people quit listening when an Indian tries to tell them the hard facts of Indian life in 

Canada (p. 11). This thesis represents the challenge of “learning from rather than about 

the Other” and, consequently, I was frequently put in an “unfamiliar space of not 

knowing” (Regan, 2010, p. 27). The stories require us to reveal ourselves as “vulnerable 

not-knowers who are willing to examine our dual positions as colonizer-perpetrators and 

colonizer-allies” (p. 28). Therefore, the stories created a “decolonizing space” that is both 

interior and relational (p. 28). Consequently, I have challenged myself to listen to the 

stories of the participants and create a two-way street where I am responsive to their 
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words. For me, this means using their words as a mirror to reflect what I can do in order 

to become an ally for Aboriginal students. Through this work, I have been forced to 

“interrogate my own positionality as both colonizer-perpetrator and colonizer-ally” (p. 

27).  

Halas (2011) notes “the more I work to understand how colonization, racism, and 

Whiteness distort and reproduce negative discourses and stereotypes that materialize 

within the day-to-day lives of Aboriginal youth, the more accountable I become to say, 

‘this is my responsibility’” (p. 4). Through the journey I have undertaken through the 

writing of this thesis, I understand how true her words are. I will always be engaged in 

the struggle to unlearn racism. “What makes the difference in terms of a life-long 

commitment to anti-racism is the willingness to continuously face our mistakes and take 

the actions necessary to make amends on personal and political levels” (Regan, 2010, p. 

23). 

 The participants’ stories serve as a power counter-narrative to my own narrative 

presented at the beginning of this thesis. I have now come to understand that as the 

participants graduate and new groups of students come into my classroom or that as I 

move schools and my teaching assignments change, the stories of the participants still 

have relevance. This is because the stories allow me to gain insight about myself and the 

changes I need to make as a White educator. It is through the process of holding these 

stories close and using them to reflect on my own practice on a daily basis that I will 

engage in the process of decolonization. It is my hope that by presenting both my own 

journey alongside the participant’s narratives that the White reader will be able to see 
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themselves reflected and thus engage in their own reflection on power, privilege, 

colonization, racism, and Whiteness.  
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Appendix A: Letter to Students 

I am Heather Findlay and I am a master’s student in Curriculum and Instruction in the 
Faculty of Education at the University of Regina. I am conducting research into 
Aboriginal students’ perspectives of schooling. 
 
The aim of this study is to discover the stories Aboriginal students tell about their 
experiences of schooling specifically of environment, teachers and administrators, and 
curriculum. If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a 
series of four conversations about your experiences of school at a time and place that is 
most convenient to you. Each conversation will last approximately one hour and will be 
audio-recorded if you agree. You will be provided with a copy of the transcript after each 
conversation and you will be able to add, change, or delete parts of the transcript if you 
so wish.  
 
The information collected will be used for research purposes only, and neither your name 
or any information which could identify you will be used in any publication or 
presentation of the study results. All information collected for the study will be kept 
anonymous. The school and school board names will not be included, and a pseudonym 
(fake name) will be used in order to preserve your anonymity. Once the study is 
concluded, the data will be kept for a period of five years in a locked cabinet in the office 
of the researcher’s faculty advisor. After that date, the data will be shredded.  
 
There is the potential that the topics in these conversations may trigger unpleasant 
memories. If so, counseling services, available through the school in the form of guidance 
counselors or Elders, will be made available. Research has indicated that all students 
would benefit academically and emotionally from the opportunity to share their stories 
and experiences throughout their high school years. The research also has the potential to 
benefit other Aboriginal students who will be participating in the education system in the 
future.  
 
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer 
any questions or withdraw from the study at any time. Doing so will not affect your mark 
in any class or affect how you will be treated. If you decide to take part in the research, you is 
not eligible to take a class from the researcher in the current school year. 
 
If you have any questions about the conduct of this study or your rights as a research 
participant you may contact the U of R Research Ethics Board committee at 585-4775 or 
research.ethics@uregina.ca. If you have any questions about this study, please either 
contact me at findlayh@uregina.ca, or my advisor, Dr. Jennifer Tupper, at 
Jennifer.Tupper@uregina.ca    
 
If you wish to participate, please bring back the signed consent forms to me by no later 
than November 16, 2012. This letter is yours to keep for your future reference. 
 
 
Heather Findlay 

mailto:research.ethics@uregina.ca
mailto:findlayh@uregina.ca
mailto:Jennifer.Tupper@uregina.ca
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Appendix B: Consent Form 

Project Title:   Aboriginal Students’ Perceptions of School    
  
Researcher: Heather Findlay, Graduate Student, Faculty of Graduate Studies, University of 
Regina, 306-737-3601, findlayh@uregina.ca 
 
Supervisor: Dr. Jennifer Tupper, Faculty of Education, University of Regina, 306-585-5353, 
Jennifer.Tupper@uregina.ca 
 
Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research:  

The purpose of this research is to understand Aboriginal students’ perspectives of school. 
Specifically, the research will look at three elements of schooling: place/environment, 
teachers and administrators, and curriculum. 
 

Procedures:  
You will be involved in a series four conversations with the researcher that will be 
approximately one hour in length and will be audio-recorded if you agree. These 
conversations will occur at a time and place that is most convenient for you. Following each 
conversation, you will be provided with a copy of the transcript of the interview and will be 
asked to add, change, or delete parts of the transcript if you so wish. You are asked to review 
the transcript, make changes and return it to me within one week. Please feel free to ask any 
questions regarding the procedures and goals of the study or your role. 

 
Potential Risks:  

There is the potential that the topics in these conversations may trigger unpleasant memories. 
If so, counseling services, available through the school in the form of guidance counselors or 
Elders, will be made available. 

 
Potential Benefits:  

Research has indicated that all students would benefit academically and emotionally from the 
opportunity to share their stories and experiences throughout their high school years. The 
research also has the potential to benefit other Aboriginal students who will be participating 
in the education system in the future. As a researcher, the proposed study has the potential to 
update my own teaching practice in ways that are more responsive to the experiences of 
Aboriginal youth. It also may influence other teachers and their approaches to working with 
Aboriginal youth in light of the stories that you share.  

 
Confidentiality:  

The information collected will be used for research purposes only, and neither your name nor 
information which could identify you will be used in any publication or presentation of the 
study results. All information collected for the study will be kept anonymous. The school 
name and school board name will not be included. A pseudonym (fake name) will be used in 
order to keep your information anonymous. You will get to choose your pseudonym.  
 

Storage of Data:  
Electronic files will be stored on a password  protected computer. Back-up electronic copies 
of the transcripts will be kept on a flash drive device that is secured with a password as well 
as the computer of the research supervisor which is also password protected. Once the study 
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is concluded, the data will be kept for a period of five years in a locked cabinet in the office 
of the researcher’s faculty advisor. After five years, the data will be shredded.  

 
Right to Withdraw:   

Your participation is voluntary and you can answer only those questions that you are 
comfortable with. You may withdraw from the research project for any reason, at any time 
without explanation or penalty of any sort. Whether you choose to participate or not will have 
no effect on your standing marks in any class or how you will be treated. If you decide to take 
part in the research, you are not eligible to take a class from the researcher in the current 
school year.  

 
Follow up:  

To obtain results from the study, please let the researcher know and a copy will be sent to 
you. 

 
Questions or Concerns: 

If you have any questions about the research, please contact the researcher or faculty advisor 
using the information at the top of page 1. This project has been approved on ethical grounds 
by the U of R Research Ethics Board on September 25, 2012. Any questions regarding your 
rights as a participant may be addressed to the committee at 585-4775 or 
research.ethics@uregina.ca. Out of town participants may call collect.  

 
 
SIGNED CONSENT  
 
Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the description provided. 
 
I have had an opportunity to ask questions and my/our questions have been answered. I consent to 
participate in the research project. A copy of this Consent Form has been given to me for my 
records. 
 
 
     
Name of Participant  Signature  Date 
 
 
 
     
Name of Parent/Guardian  Signature  Date 
 
 
 
______________________________      _______________________ 
Researcher’s Signature   Date 
 

A copy of this consent will be left with you, and a copy will be taken by the researcher. 
 

 

mailto:research.ethics@uregina.ca
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Appendix C: Letter to Parents/Family Members 
 
Dear Parents/Family Members of Potential Participants, 
 
I am Heather Findlay and I am a master’s student in Curriculum and Instruction in the Faculty of Education 
at the University of Regina. I am conducting research into Aboriginal students’ perspectives of schooling. 
 
The aim of this study is to discover the stories Aboriginal students tell about their experiences of schooling 
specifically of environment, teachers and administrators, and curriculum. If your child/family member 
agrees to be involved in this study, he/she will be asked to participate in a series of four conversations 
about his/her experiences of school at a time and place that is most convenient to them. Each conversation 
will last approximately one hour and will be audio-recorded if they agree. Following the conversation, your 
child/family member will be provided with a copy of the transcript after each conversation and he/she will 
be able to add, change, or delete parts of the transcript if they so wish.  
 
The information collected will be used for research purposes only, and neither your child’s/family 
member’s name or any information which could identify them will be used in any publication or 
presentation of the study results. All information collected for the study will be kept anonymous. The 
school and school board names will not be included, and a pseudonym will be used in order to preserve 
their anonymity. Once the study is concluded, the data will be kept for a period of five years in a locked 
cabinet in the office of the researcher’s faculty advisor. After that date, the data will be shredded.  
 
There is the potential that the topics in these conversations may trigger unpleasant memories. If so, 
counseling services, available through the school in the form of guidance counselors or Elders, will be 
made available. Research has indicated that all students would benefit academically and emotionally from 
the opportunity to share their stories and experiences throughout their high school years. The research also 
has the potential to benefit other Aboriginal students who will be participating in the education system in 
the future. As a researcher, the proposed study has the potential to improve my own teaching practice in 
ways that are more responsive to the experiences of Aboriginal youth. It also may influence other teachers 
and their approaches to working with Aboriginal youth in light of the stories that are shared.  
 
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your child/family member may refuse to participate, refuse to 
answer any questions or withdraw from the study at any time. Doing so will not negatively affect his/her 
mark in any class or affect how they will be treated. If your child/family member decides to take part in the 
research, he or she is not eligible to take a class from the researcher in the current school year. 
 
If you have any questions about the conduct of this study or the rights of your child/family member has as a 
research participant you may contact the U of R Research Ethics Board committee at 585-4775 or 
research.ethics@uregina.ca. If you have any questions about this study, please either contact myself at 
findlayh@uregina.ca, or my advisor, Dr. Jennifer Tupper, at Jennifer.Tupper@uregina.ca or at 306-585-
5353. 
 
If you consent to have you child/family member participate in the study, please have them bring back the 
signed consent forms to me by no later than November 16, 2012. This letter is yours to keep for your future 
reference. 
 
 
 
Heather Findlay 
 

 

 

mailto:research.ethics@uregina.ca
mailto:findlayh@uregina.ca
mailto:Jennifer.Tupper@uregina.ca


166 
 

 
 

Appendix D: Ethics Approval 
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