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ABSTRACT 

 
 
Social studies education plays a fundamental role in the development of students’ 

understandings of the nation and themselves as citizens of the nation, particularly their 

ability to be civically responsible and engaged in democratic society (Howard, 2003). 

However, through uncritical acceptance and perpetuation of dominant discourses, 

including nationalist narratives, along with the superficial creation and implementation 

of such educational policies as multiculturalism, social studies education serves as a 

colonial instrument (Orlowski, 2008; St. Denis, 2011). In so doing, social studies 

curriculum and the teachers who deliver it support the maintenance of systems of power 

and privilege which differential position Canadians. 

 

In light of these concerns, the intent of this inquiry was threefold. First, the ways in 

which students who are racialized white in a senior high school social studies classroom 

perceive their racialization and its connections to privilege was explored. Closely related 

to and embedded within this exploration was a self-reflexive, auto-ethnographic study 

through which I examined my own assumptions, understandings, and biases as they have 

developed over time due to my racialization and other aspects of my subject 

positionings. Third, I examine how I, as a racialized white teacher, contributed to and 

was implicated in the students’ perceptions, critical or otherwise. Critical Race theory 

(CRT) and related approaches to critical race studies informed the inquiry, 

conceptualized as a qualitative study framed with elements of ethnography and auto-

ethnography. The analysis of the student- and teacher-generated data involved critical 

discourse analysis.  
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Through the analysis of the data it became increasingly clear that my students and I 

perceive our racializations in a number of fluid, diverse ways. The data also 

demonstrated the many ways in which I both perpetuated and disrupted nationalist 

discourses and processes of racialization in my social studies classroom. In addition to 

exposing the many structuring forces of whiteness that (re)structure my pedagogy and 

my classroom, this research has the potential to inform the broader work of social studies 

education, schools, educational policies and practices, teacher education programs, and 

the professional development of practicing teachers. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

I am a racialized white, English-speaking, female high school social studies teacher 

in a mid-size urban centre in western Canada. I have been a public school teacher in this 

city for fourteen years. While I started my career teaching a variety of different subjects, 

I am now primarily teaching in the senior social sciences area: particularly grades eleven 

and twelve social studies, history, and psychology. At the time this research was 

conducted, I was teaching at the second largest high school in the city, MacKenzie Road 

Collegiate1. For the most part, my teaching experiences at this school were reflective of 

many of my personal life experiences as the school is located in a middle-class, 

predominantly English-speaking, suburban part of the city.   Since the completion of this 

research, I have moved to what would be considered an inner city school in the same 

urban centre. While I am currently teaching many of the same courses, my experiences 

are decidedly different as my new school services a significantly more diverse 

population (diverse in terms of racialization, languages spoken, religions practiced, and 

socio-economic class). In light of this diversity, my understandings of my own identity 

as well as the perceptions of the students I teach regarding their racialization and its 

connection to privilege or oppression continue to evolve.    In addition to my teacher 

identity, I am a wife and mother, a daughter and sister, and a friend. I articulate these 

aspects of my identity in order to acknowledge the importance of both intersectionality 

and multiple subjectivities.  

As a high school social studies teacher, I hope to support my students in becoming 

engaged, life-long learners with a well-developed, critical sense of self and community 

                                                 
1 This is a pseudonym to protect the anonymity of the school 
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(Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2009). However, I am concerned that these ideals 

are not being fully realized in my classroom. In fact, I am distraught over the prevalence 

of contradictions and inconsistencies that I experience in my classroom. During our time 

together, the students and I examine events that have shaped Canadian society including 

the lived experiences of Indigenous2 peoples both before and after contact, the arrival of 

Europeans to North America, and the fight for language rights in Quebec. We study 

forces that impact the way we live: for example our society’s reliance on natural 

resources and the environment and Canada’s multicultural and bilingual policies. 

Throughout these examinations and our discussions, we seem to almost naturally 

perpetuate a pride in ourselves and in the nation. Students continually note how great 

Canada is and how lucky they feel to be Canadian.  

We do also discuss situations that would not seem to warrant this same national 

pride, like the devastating experiences of many First Nations peoples at government 

sanctioned residential schools that were intent on assimilating Indigenous peoples as the 

“final solution of our Indian problem” (Scott, 1910) (and other attempts at colonization), 

the internment of Japanese Canadians during the Second World War, and racist national 

immigration policies. However, rather than rethinking their glowing recommendations of 

Canada, it has been my experience that students quickly dismiss these negative historical 

events of nation building or view them as minor blips in an otherwise spotless record 

                                                 
2 Following the work of Anderson & Roberston (2011), Carter (1997), and Tupper 
(under review), I use Indigenous and Aboriginal as all-encompassing terms to refer to 
First Nations, Métis and Inuit peoples in Canada. More specifically, the term First 
Nations is used to denote specific communities (or the individuals within them) of 
Aboriginal peoples, many of whom signed treaties with the federal government. Métis 
refers to peoples of mixed Aboriginal and European ancestry (whether they be self-
declared or those who trace their ancestry to the Red River Settlement).  
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thereby essentially “whitewashing our racist history” (Lund, 2006, p. 206). This national 

pride and attachment that many Canadians have for the country, manifest in the 

responses of my students, precludes more critical examinations of history that require 

interrogations of the nation and its policies historically and today.  

This complimentary sense of nationalism is often further exemplified when 

students describe Canada’s national qualities. Invariably, they choose to identify 

diversity and what they perceive to be the shared values of tolerance and acceptance 

(Labercane & Griffith, 1995; Lund, 2006; St. Denis, 2011). They often cite official 

policies of multiculturalism and bilingualism as concrete examples of these qualities. 

When issues of inequity, discrimination, or racism are broached, many of my students 

seem to be relatively oblivious to, or at least unwilling to acknowledge, any account of 

life in Canada that contradicts the positive images they hold of the nation. For example, 

issues of inequity and oppression occurring within Canada are often perceived to be 

historical, miniscule, or as a result of the individual actions or behaviours of those 

experiencing the inequity (Banks, 2004b; Gaudio & Bialostok, 2005; Goodman, 2001; 

Kailin, 1999; Lund, 2006; Solomon & Levine-Rasky, 2003). When policies attempting 

to rectify inequities are discussed (i.e. job equity initiatives), some students are infuriated 

by the perceived unfair nature of these programs as they feel they privilege minorities 

(Giroux, 1997b; Leonardo, 2002).  My students often perceive the treaty entitlements of 

First Nations peoples with respect to hunting, fishing, or education to be special 

privileges that unfairly advantage First Nations peoples and thus they argue these rights 

should not be granted or honoured today. While many students cling to Canada’s official 

status as a multicultural and bilingual nation, they seem unwilling to acknowledge the 
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discrepancy that exists between these claims of diversity and tolerance and the 

contradictory lived experiences of many peoples within Canadian society.  

While I appreciate the desire of students (and Canadians in general) to have pride 

in the nation, I also believe it is critical to examine our shared history and the discursive 

practices that have constructed Canadian nationalism. This critical examination is crucial 

if I hope to encourage my students to develop a more nuanced sense of self and 

community. I am no longer comfortable supporting the uncritical acceptance and 

perpetuation of the status quo through the circulation of dominant discourses in my 

classroom. Specifically, I am uncomfortable continuing to let my students ignore and/or 

refuse to acknowledge that some Canadians enjoy unearned privileges based on their 

racialization, gender, class, or other social identity formations while others are 

marginalized and oppressed because of these same characterizations.  Too often in my 

classroom and perhaps in society, Canadians pay tribute to multiculturalism and other 

related policies as markers of a Canadian sense of fairness and acceptance of others, 

while either explicitly or implicitly supporting the forces that marginalize and oppress 

others (Bannerji, 2000; Légaré, 1995; Lund, 2006; Mackey, 2002; St. Denis, 2011; 

Thobani, 2007).  

Consequently, as a high school social studies educator, I find myself grappling 

with whether I have an ethical and educational responsibility to engage students in 

critical discussions about Canadian society.  Do I have an ethical and educational 

responsibility to inform and educate students about the lived experiences of Canadians 

who have not and do not share in the same positive Canadian experiences as they do? 

Specifically as a racialized white educator, what is my ethical and educational 
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responsibility to help white students consider the benefits they may or may not enjoy as a 

result of being racialized white?  What is my ethical and educational responsibility to 

reflect on and deconstruct my own pedagogical understandings and practices in order to 

examine how I contribute to and am implicated in these processes of racialization and 

white dominance? Should teachers have an ethical responsibility (Orlowski, 2008; Rains, 

2003) and a sense of educational accountability, which involves “examining what this 

(traditional) form of schooling has underwritten and who it has denied” (Willinsky, 

1998, p. 17)? 

 

1.1 Diversity and inequity in Canada and the role of social studies education 

Issues of diversity and inequity in Canada (and in Canadian schools) have 

traditionally been addressed by and through multicultural policies and other related 

government initiatives.  Liberal Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau’s adoption of Canada’s 

official multicultural policy in 1971 (Government of Canada, 2012; Nicholas, 2001; St. 

Denis, 2011) has made it that much easier for Canadians to claim to be a part of a 

country that is based on the principles of equality (rather than equity) and justice wherein 

tolerance is a shared and highly treasured value (Lund, 2006; Schick & St. Denis, 2005; 

St. Denis, 2011). With this as a perceived starting point, many argue that Canada is 

racially neutral and as such offers a level playing field where all individuals enjoy the 

same benefits and opportunities (Caouette & Taylor, 2007).  

Social studies education can play a fundamental role in the development of 

students’ understandings of Canada and Canadians as well as their ability to be civically 

responsible and engaged in democratic society (Howard, 2003). For many, it is primarily 
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within K-12 social studies classrooms that students learn about both the history 

(histories) and present-day realities of Canada and Canadians. However, it is often 

through these classroom experiences that students develop understandings of a shared 

Canadian national identity that “is invented from mythmaking and the development of 

meta-narratives” (Pente, 2009, p. 113). As will be subsequently discussed, through the 

(re)inscription of dominant discourses and nationalist narratives in social studies 

education, Canada is repeatedly constructed to be a fair, kind, benevolent, liberal nation 

striving for equality and justice (Barker, 2009); thus, students learn a socially sanctioned 

historical and contemporary narrative of their country. As Donald (2009) articulates, 

these constructions are shaped by and within Euro-western worldviews and cultural 

knowledges and as such are not reflective of the diverse experiences and understandings 

that exist in Canada. But as these Euro-western understandings are purported to be, 

“normal, natural, necessary, objective, values-free, and commonsensical” (Donald, 2009, 

pp. 227-228), they construct Canada and Canadians in differential and inequitable ways 

(Orlowski, 2008). As such, within traditional social studies classrooms, the cultural 

worldviews and knowledges of others (non-western European peoples) are often, 

“delimited in expressly subjective and cultural terms that make them relevant only to 

those who live according to those knowledges” (Donald, 2009, p. 338). Through this 

(re)inforcement of a singular national identity and the corresponding differential 

production of the Other, hegemonic dominance is powerfully maintained by and through 

social studies curricula and pedagogy even though and because these forces assert their 

commitment to multiculturalism and equality of and for all.  
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Even though social studies has traditionally been deemed to be the subject area in 

which students will be encouraged to deal with issues related to diversity and (in)equity, 

these topics are often approached by teachers in ways that do little to encourage students 

to engage significantly with systems of injustice and oppression in Canada (Howard, 

2003; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Rains, 2006; Varma-Joshi, 2004). Issues that are perceived 

to be related to diversity and (in)equity in social studies education have historically been 

addressed through multicultural approaches to education which have changed 

significantly over time. Sleeter and Grant (1988) note that with its inception in the 1960s, 

the main focus of multicultural education was believed to be to help students from 

culturally diverse backgrounds fit into mainstream society.   As time progressed, 

multicultural education grew into a policy aimed at developing a shared sense of 

community within diverse groups. In the 1970s, multicultural education shifted focus yet 

again and “donned a cloak of celebration …working toward making the entire school 

celebrate human diversity and equal opportunity” (Varma-Joshi, 2004, p. 151).  

The practical implementation of multicultural education in the classroom has 

generally manifested either in a contributions or an additive pedagogical approach 

(Banks, 2004a; Kanu, 2005). The contributions approach focuses on teaching students 

about the significant contributions made by diverse cultures whereas the additive 

approach involves occasionally adding content and perspectives from diverse groups into 

the mainstream, Eurocentric curriculum. Educators are often motivated to use these 

approaches if they perceive multicultural education is done to benefit minoritized 

students rather than to benefit all students. In many educational settings, this celebratory 

study of the cultural contributions, experiences, and practices of minoritized groups for 
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the benefit of minoritized students is still the primary focus of multicultural education 

(Howard, 2003).   

While multicultural education can be credited with the introduction of diverse 

content into the curriculum and classrooms, standard multicultural approaches often fall 

short of teaching for critical citizenship as they tend to do little to disrupt the status quo 

(Howard, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Rains, 2006; Varma-Joshi, 2004).  Instead, 

because of the superficial ways in which multicultural policies and practices are often 

implemented, they, “effectively limit meaningful incorporation” (St. Denis, 2011, p. 307) 

of diverse knowledges, perspectives, and ways of knowing.  By addressing diverse 

peoples and issues through additive or contributions approaches (Banks, 2004a; Earick, 

2009; Kanu, 2005; Sleeter, 2005) or in an attempt to educate for or about the Other 

(Kumashiro, 2000), multicultural education in social studies classrooms can actually 

serve as a colonial instrument (Orlowski, 2008; St. Denis, 2011) asserting hegemonic 

control in order to ensure the ongoing assimilation or at best, conditional acceptance of 

Others into the national citizenry (Bannerji, 2000).  

Unfortunately, while social studies education (and the teachers engaged in enacting 

social studies curricula) often perpetuates the (re)construction of identities in differential 

ways, it also neglects to critically engage students with issues of power, privilege, the 

social construct of race, and the processes of racializations. While multicultural 

education approaches in social studies introduce students to aspects of diversity within 

Canada, they frequently do not provide for the critical examination of issues of race, 

processes of racialization, and the inequitable distribution of power within Canadian 

society (Bishop, Berryman, Wearmouth, Peter, & Clapham, 2012; Howard, 2003). As 
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Howard (2003) articulates, while social studies educators tend to embrace the idea of a 

pluralistic society, they frequently do not encourage students to consider the systemic 

inequalities that structure Canadian society and hence, the lives of Canadians.  Howard 

posits this lack of engagement may exist because the majority of teachers are racialized 

white and it is often those who are racialized non-white who are “expected to be the 

primary peoples concerned with initiating a critical dialogue around issues of race and 

racism” (p. 38). Other critical race theorists argue this lack of consideration of or 

engagement with structural inequalities is reflective of the structuring forces of 

whiteness operating in the classroom and in society at large. These structuring forces of 

whiteness are understood to be part of the extraordinarily effective organizing principle 

or ideology of whiteness that has very real political, legal, economic, social and 

educational benefits for those racialized white (and conversely, drawbacks for those 

racialized non-white).  

Through the perpetuation of liberal dominant discourses like meritocracy and 

individualism, systemic inequalities are camouflaged and (re)inscribed as attributable to 

individual traits and behaviours rather than systemic factors (Brayboy, Castagno, & 

Maughan, 2007; de Freitas & McAuley, 2008; Sleeter & Bernal, 2004;  Solomon, 

Portelli, Daniel, & Campbell, 2005).   Thus students are not sufficiently encouraged to 

“better understand and learn about the history of race relations, about the ability to stand 

up for one’s rights as a form of civil liberty, and about change” (Rains, 2006, p. 142).  

Instead, through the superficial inclusion of diversity in some areas and the 

“whitewashing” of Canadian society (Lund, 2006, p. 206) through the erasure or 

omission of diversity in other areas (Orlowski, 2008; Rains, 2003), social studies 
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education can (and often does) serve as a hegemonic tool intent on maintaining rather 

than transforming the status quo.  

In addition to multicultural education, other initiatives have been proposed to 

create what is perceived to be a more equitable environment for those racialized non-

white in schools.  One specific initiative within the province in which this research took 

place is the Ministry of Education’s Continuous Improvement Framework (CIF) and the 

resulting Continuous Improvement Plan (CIP) as outlined by Regina Public Schools. The 

CIF outlines key or priority areas that are to be addressed by each school division in 

order to improve student learning outcomes. One of the key priority areas is Equitable 

Opportunities and Outcomes for All (Government of Saskatchewan, 2008).  In response 

to this mandate, Regina Public Schools created their Continuous Improvement Plan 

(CIP) (Regina Public Schools, 2008a). With respect to the Equitable Opportunities and 

Outcomes for All priority area, Regina Public Schools outlined one priority strategy 

aimed at “ensuring increased awareness and understanding of First Nations and Métis 

cultures supporting equitable opportunities and outcomes for students of First Nations 

and Métis ancestry” (Regina Public Schools, 2008b, p. 16).  

At surface, a commitment to multicultural education and equitable opportunities 

and outcomes for all students both seem like positive steps towards ensuring equity 

within the Canadian educational system. However, this goal has yet to be realized as 

many non-white students (particularly First Nations, Métis, and Inuit students) are not 

experiencing equitable levels of academic success as compared to their racialized white 

counterparts and discrimination and racism continue to be lived realities for many 

students in schools (Kuehn, 2004; Lumb, 2006; Nicholas, 2001; Regina Public Schools, 
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2008c; Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2010; Statistics Canada, 2008, 2009; 

MacKenzie Road Collegiate, 20083; Wood, 2011). It is within this context of inequity, 

oppression, and ongoing racialization of individuals as white or non-white, that I situate 

this research project.  

 

1.2 Research on issues of (in)equity and race in education  

Significant research has been done to examine issues of diversity, (in)equity, and 

race in education. I draw on both American and Canadian examples to illustrate that race 

inequities transcend artificial borders. This is the ubiquity of racialization and structures 

of whiteness. For example, Knaus (2009) described how a classroom informed by CRT 

dramatically changes the nature of schooling for students who are racialized non-white in 

urban schools.  Flores and Garcia (2009) studied Latina spaces at a predominantly white 

campus and found that these spaces offer a place for students and scholars that are 

racialized as Other to share their ways of “coping with issues of alienation and isolation 

…by ‘testifying’, bearing witness and telling their testimonios in order to succeed” (p. 

155).  Grant and Simmons (2008) examined the experiences of an African-American 

graduate student and a faculty member within traditional mentorship programs in a 

predominantly white institution. They determined that while the traditional mentorship 

programs do have merit for students racialized non-white, additional support is required 

to help African-American women survive and to be successful both personally and 

professionally in a predominantly white space. These studies are examples of research 

                                                 
3 This is an actual school document but for ethical reasons, the pseudonym has been 
used.  
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that has focused primarily on the lived experiences of non-white peoples in white 

dominant spaces. 

Scholars have also examined the influence of white teachers on their classroom 

spaces and consequently on their students. Rivière (2008) studied the influence of 

transformative drama pedagogy on the reconceptualization of cultural identity within the 

classroom. She found that the whiteness embedded within the teacher’s pedagogy 

perpetuated institutional racism in the classroom.  Similarly, Vaught and Castagno 

(2008) studied a sample of American teachers’ attitudes towards race, racism and white 

privilege and found that they were symptomatic of the larger structural racism that exists 

in society. They argued that structural racism is informed by and works to perpetuate 

these uncritical attitudes and their manifestation in the classroom. Along similar lines, 

Kailin (1999) examined white teachers’ perceptions of racism in a so-called liberal 

school, a school deemed to be enlightened because of the ways in which it reframed (but 

thus ignored) individual and systemic issues of inequality.  She found that most often, 

the teachers had an “impaired consciousness about racism” (p. 724) which involved 

either blaming the victims for their situations or remaining silent when witnessing racist 

behaviour.  

Rebollo-Gil and Moras (2006) studied the obstacles faced by teachers when 

engaging in anti-racist education. These authors critically consider whiteness and how it 

creates an enormous obstacle to adopting anti-racist perspectives and practices. They 

view dialogue and reflexivity in the classroom as critical tools to create counter-

hegemonic narratives.  Niesz (2006) examined the ways in which the subjectivities of 

white teachers influenced their appropriation of critical pedagogies. While she noted that 
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the classroom practices of these teachers might, on the surface, resemble critical 

pedagogies, only those committed to social critique created a space in which 

transformation was possible.  Similarly, Yoon (2012) observed the many ways in which 

white teachers, seemingly committed to anti-racist ideals, collectively constructed 

whiteness through the perpetuation of racial discourses or “whiteness-at-work” (p. 587). 

As they worked within their classrooms and within a professional learning community 

committed to issues of equity, they paradoxically (re)enforced the systems of white 

dominance and normativity in the school.  

In addition to studying practicing teachers, several researchers have studied pre-

service teachers and teacher education programs.  Solomon, Portelli, Daniel and 

Campbell (2005) explored the attitudes and responses of two hundred teaching 

candidates to McIntosh’s (1998) article, “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible 

Knapsack.”  The study revealed the strategies these pre-service teachers used to avoid 

addressing whiteness and its inherent privileges, such as ignoring the incongruence 

between their claims and their experiences, touting liberalist myths of individualism and 

meritocracy, and negating the existence of white capital. The researchers determined that 

teacher education programs need to help pre-service teachers critically examine their 

own racial identity and white privilege. Reaching similar conclusions, Picower (2009) 

examined perceptions of whiteness in pre-service teachers to determine how their 

previous life experiences influenced their understandings of race and difference and how 

these teachers then worked within multicultural educational spaces. She found that these 

teachers held unquestioned ideological understandings of race and difference and 

actively perpetuated these beliefs within multicultural educational settings. Along similar 
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lines, Schick (2000) investigated ways the racialized identities of white pre-service 

teachers are “inscribed as normative constructions in the discourses” (p. 83) of a teacher 

education program. She recognized how racialized white students would “profess liberal 

values and innocence from racist acts” (p. 83) all the while using discursive strategies to 

perpetuate their racial dominance and resist anti-racist understandings. Mazzei (2008) 

noted the silence she often encounters when working to examine racial discourse with 

white students who have not yet examined their own racial identity. De Freitas and 

McAuley (2008) suggest strategies that may help white pre-service teachers to 

problematize their identities to better prepare them to teach in diverse classrooms. For 

example, one of these strategies encourages racialized white students to struggle with 

“their own power and privilege as white educators” (p. 440).  

While whiteness in the classroom has been examined in some research studies, it 

has rarely involved the perspectives of high school students who are racialized white. For 

example, Kennedy (2001), a racialized white teacher-researcher worked with three other 

racialized white teachers to examine the construction of whiteness in the classroom 

through the eyes of their non-white students. Trainor (2005) suggests an alternative 

approach to examining the conscious perspectives of college students as she argues this 

limited focus too often falls short of considering the affective motivators for 

(re)enforcing racism and racialized systems of power. Instead, she analyzed discourses 

employed by the students and attempted to develop a more nuanced “understanding of 

White talk as persuasive rhetoric” (Trainor, 2005, p. 162). The presence of whiteness and 

its emotional motivators were inferred from the language and attitudes of students. They 

were not asked to share their own perceptions or conscious understandings of their 
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racialization and its connections to privilege. While they may exhibit behaviours and 

attitudes that appear to (re)enforce the racial hegemony of the status quo, it remains 

unclear if these students are consciously aware of this positioning. Although Trainor’s 

inquiry takes a critical step in recognizing both the political and the emotional appeal of 

racialized discourses to students who are racialized white, it remains unable to 

sufficiently engage students in the critical investigation of “their own responses to texts 

in rhetorical terms, to identify and interpret the emotional and political appeal of the 

various discourses about race that they rely on to structure their responses” (Trainor, 

2005, p. 162). It is this desire to have students consciously and actively interrogate their 

own understandings about their (and others’) racialization (and its connection to 

privilege) that serves as one of the motivating forces for my inquiry.   

 

1.3 This research inquiry 

In light of the research literature, the intent of this inquiry was threefold. First, I 

explored the ways in which students who are racialized white in a senior high school 

social studies classroom perceive their racialization and its connections to privilege. 

Closely related to and embedded within this exploration was a self-reflexive, auto-

ethnographic piece through which I examined my own assumptions, understandings, and 

biases as they have developed over time due to my racialization and other aspects of my 

subject positionings. In the final integral aspect of this work, I examined how I, as a 

racialized white teacher, contributed to and was implicated in the students’ perceptions, 

critical or otherwise. Critical Race theory (CRT) provided the theoretical framework for 

this qualitative research project while the method was framed with elements of 
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ethnography and auto-ethnography. The analysis of the student-generated and teacher-

generated data involved critical discourse analysis, which is discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 4.  

Based on my classroom experiences as a social studies teacher and mindful of 

Donald’s (2009) colonial frontier logics (as described in Chapter 2), I began with an 

assumption that high school students who are racialized white in a middle class suburban 

neighbourhood have limited understandings or awareness of their racialization and its 

connections to privilege. Acculturated into mainstream society, the students I am 

describing will likely have little self or collective awareness of white hegemony in 

Canadian society since this is largely absent from dominant discourses and the discursive 

production of dominant subject positions.  If there is greater awareness and appreciation 

of the ways in which racialized white students perceive their racialization and how 

educational practices may contribute to or challenge these perceptions, it may become 

possible to better appreciate how dominant discourses and common sense understandings 

which are recognized to be “the traditional popular conception of the world” (Gramsci, 

1971, p. 199) that demand “conformism” (p. 324) can be (re)inscribed in schools and in 

society. In turn, these appreciations may position educators in ways that facilitate their 

abilities to interrupt them.  

Throughout this research inquiry, I have used the term privilege in the context of 

whiteness. I recognize that many CRT scholars argue that the dominance and oppression 

associated with whiteness far surpasses a mere privileging of whiteness (Earick, 2009; 

Leonardo, 2004) choosing instead to use the term supremacy to describe white 

dominance. However given the intentions of my research, I was concerned that the use of 
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the term white supremacy would shut down the possibilities for research with students, 

whose consent to participate must come from parents or guardians. My concern arose 

from the limited exposure to critiques of dominant narratives and discourses in society, 

the attachment of those from the dominant white group to the status quo, as well as the 

socially constructed associations of supremacy.  While the aim of establishing a more 

nuanced appreciation of white students’ perceptions of their racialization and its 

connections to privilege will likely lead to discussions of white supremacy, it was not 

reasonable to assume that the research would be able to segue directly to these 

reconstructions.  Therefore as Earick (2009) and Leonardo (2004) both acknowledge, the 

term white privilege may need to be utilized in order to establish a starting point into 

these difficult discussions.     

The term racialization is understood to refer to the “process of racial 

categorization” which includes racial hierarchiziation (Montgomery,1999, p. 2).  While 

research has been done to examine issues of inequity and oppression from the 

perspectives of the marginalized, or the influence of teachers who are racialized white on 

whiteness in the classroom (see Grant & Simmons, 2008; Kailin, 1999; Knaus, 2009; 

Vaught & Castagno, 2008), less work has focused on examining white racialized high 

school students’ perceptions of their racialization. Opening spaces in which to explore 

these ideas with students is paramount if I hope to move beyond my existing pedagogical 

understandings and practices, educational policies, social studies curricula and 

approaches to teaching that involve superficial attempts to create equity by targeting or 

helping the marginalized and often only serve to perpetuate systems of entrenched 

privilege. Challenging the prevailing ideas of equity and meritocracy that are framed as 
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common sense understandings in Canada and in my classroom will involve challenging 

my own pedagogy and the perspectives of students who are privileged by and through 

these structures and discourses. In particular, it is important for students who are 

racialized white to understand their racialization as white subjects and the implications of 

this positioning. However, before these issues can be addressed with anti-racist teaching, 

there is a need to better appreciate students’ existing perceptions and assumptions of race 

and racialization (Kailin, 1999). Therefore, an integral aspect of this process is the 

development of a more nuanced appreciation of the ways in which students who are 

racialized white perceive their racialization and its connection to privilege and how I, as 

their racialized white teacher (with my own pedagogical understandings and practices), 

am contributing to and implicated in the students’ perceptions.  

 

1.4 Outline of this dissertation 

After a brief overview of the dissertation, I will explain the ways in which Critical 

Race Theory (CRT) and related approaches to critical race studies inform this research 

inquiry. I will conclude Chapter 1 with the perceived significance and implications of 

this research inquiry. 

In Chapter 2, I explore the ways in which dominant nationalist discourses and 

narratives construct Canada and Canadians in differential and inequitable ways.   

Following this critical deconstruction and an acknowledgment of the overwhelming 

power and pervasiveness of these discourses and narratives, in Chapter 3 I review how 

diversity and issues of inequity have traditionally been formally addressed within 

schools in this province. I conclude with an examination of the historical trajectory of the 
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social construction of race, processes of racialization, and whiteness in Canadian society 

in general, and in schools in particular. I note that through these insidious 

(re)constructions, the racialized nature of Canadian society is affirmed and (re)inscribed 

to ensure ongoing inequity wherein some individuals and groups are privileged while 

others are marginalized.   

In the fourth chapter of this dissertation, I outline more specifically the foci of this 

research and the research methodology that was employed. In the initial section of the 

chapter, I provide an introduction to the research site and the classes of students who 

were involved in the study. After reflecting on my own perceived identity and 

positionality within this school and community, I individually introduce the research 

participants. In the methodology section, I include a detailed description of this research 

inquiry as a qualitative study infused with elements of ethnography and 

autoethnography. After examining each of these methodologies, I provide a complete 

description of the research inquiry including the research foci, data gathering and 

analyzing methods, and an acknowledgment of my role in the study (as the teacher and 

researcher and as a racialized white person).  Throughout the chapter, I examine 

concerns encountered during the research and reflect on additional areas of interest. I 

conclude the chapter with an examination of some of the specific issues encountered 

throughout the research inquiry and some of the specific design choices that I made.  

In Chapters 5 and 6, I examine the themes and patterns that emerge during the 

gathering and analysis of the research data. Specifically, I begin Chapter 5 with a 

description of what I have come to understand of my racialization and the ways in which 

these perceptions have evolved over time and through life experiences, and how they 
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have worked (and continue to work) to influence my understandings, life experiences, 

and ultimately, my teaching. Following this autoethnographic, reflexive piece, I  

continue to outline the themes and patterns that emerged from the student-generated 

data. The data enables the development of a more nuanced appreciation of students’ 

perceptions of their racialization and its connection to privilege.  In Chapter 6, I examine 

the understandings I developed as to the ways in which I, as the classroom teacher, both 

knowingly and unwittingly contribute to the perceptions of the students. 

In Chapter 7, I outline the significance and implications of this research for me as a 

racialized individual within Canadian society, for me as a teacher, and for the student 

participants within this study. Following these site-specific inferences, I consider the 

significance and implications of this research on a broader scale. Specifically, I examine 

the ways in which this research may inform broader work within the areas of social 

sciences education with respect to both curricula and pedagogy, educational policies and 

practices like multicultural education, the adequate preparation of pre-service teachers, 

and schools in general as they (re)inscribe inequitable relations though the maintenance 

of the status quo.  

 

1.5 Conceptual Context and Theoretical Orientation 

As noted, I am uncomfortable with students’ uncritical acceptance of 

multiculturalism and claims of tolerance and acceptance while, in the next breath, they 

seem to support (either consciously, unconsciously or dysconsciously4) the continuing 

                                                 
4 King (1991) coined dysconsciousness to describe “an uncritical habit of mind 
(including perceptions, attitudes, assumptions, and beliefs) that justifies inequity and 
exploitation by accepting the existing order of things as given” (p.135)   
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marginalization and oppression of many racialized non-white peoples in Canada (King, 

1991; St. Denis, 2011). I am also uncomfortable with the idea that I may be contributing 

to this superficial acceptance. Normative patriotic musings seem to reinforce the 

greatness of Canada without encouraging a critical examination of some of the 

significant issues that still need to be addressed within this country. However, I believe 

the social studies classroom can offer a space wherein students are encouraged to 

critically examine and challenge common sense understandings and these discrepancies. 

CRT can inform this process.  

 

1.5.1 Critical Race Theory (CRT) 

While the exact origins of CRT are difficult to pinpoint, Critical Race theory is 

recognized as developing from Critical Legal Studies in the 1970s (Howard, 2003; 

Ladson-Billings, 1998; Tate, 1997). As a form of “oppositional scholarship” (Tate, 1997, 

p. 196), CRT was determined to challenge the dominant discourses on race and racism. 

While the American Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 60s sought to establish and 

protect the rights of all citizens, Critical Race theorists were frustrated with the resulting 

slow and paltry progress of racial reform. They also objected to the dominant liberal 

agenda, convinced it was too focused on incremental change and that it continued to 

primarily benefit people who were racialized white (Ladson-Billings, 1998). In contrast, 

CRT called for swift, sweeping changes aimed at the “deconstruction of oppressive 

structures and discourses, [the] reconstruction of human agency, and [the] construction 

of equitable and socially just relations of power” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 9).  
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Critical Race theorists (as well as other race scholars) view society as a socially 

constructed phenomenon developed through the “creation and exchange of stories about 

individual situations” (Tate, 1997, p. 210). As individuals share their stories, the 

common experiences of the majority are identified and recognized as representative of 

reality. To inform and protect this version of reality, dominant normalizing discourses 

complete with their supporting stock stories circulate to frame what one should expect or 

perceive as normal within the society (Goodman, 2001). 

Whiteness is understood by many theorists working in Critical Race theory and 

related approaches to critical race studies to be a socially constructed, racialized category 

that is “institutionalized and internalized as the ‘natural’ or ‘normal’ way of being” 

(Montgomery, 1999, p. 10).  Many acknowledge that it is difficult to reach a nuanced 

understanding of whiteness because its elusive, varied, and historically contingent nature 

is particularly difficult to disentangle from its intersections with class, gender, sexuality 

and other axis of domination and its intimate association with power (Brayboy et al., 

2007; Kincheloe, 1999). However as more than just a diverse racial identity, whiteness 

acts as an extraordinarily effective organizing principle or ideology that fundamentally 

shapes Canadian society to elusively maintain and support the privileging of those 

racialized white at the expense of those racialized non-white (Blair, 2008; Earick, 2009; 

James, 2007).  Many believe that through its normative practices of inclusion and 

exclusion, whiteness has very real political, economic, social, legal, and educational 

consequences (Brayboy et al., 2007; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Earick, 2009; Giroux, 

1997b; Kincheloe, 1999; Leonardo, 2002; Schick, 2000). As a shifting, slippery category 

or principle, whiteness adapts and morphs when challenged or contested to ensure its 
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own relevance and survival (Brayboy et al., 2007; Kincheloe, 1999; Leonardo, 2002; 

Painter, 2010).  

While whiteness represents the lived reality of most people who are racialized 

white, it is a “rarely recognized, component of White racial identity and domination” 

(Giroux, 1997a, p. 290). As a result, the whiteness of the white race is often able to go 

unnoticed by those racialized white (Frideres, 2007; James, 2007; McIntosh, 1998).  

Therefore, instead of explaining many of the lived experiences in Canadian society as 

race-related, members of the dominant racialized white group prefer to attribute the 

marginalization or inequity of non-white others to individual, cultural, or socio-economic 

differences (Comeau, 2007; Schick & St. Denis, 2005). By not questioning or 

purposefully ignoring the racialized nature of Canadian society, racialized white people 

protect whiteness and its (re)structuring discourses from exposure which is precisely the 

process of white supremacy.  

Critical Race theorists and many other race scholars posit that in addition to 

denying the racialized nature of our society, whiteness encourages individuals to ignore 

the interdependent connections between the privileged position of those racialized white 

and the subordinated position of those racialized non-white (Caouette & Taylor, 2007). 

Rather than recognizing how an oppressed Other is needed to support the privileged 

position of whites, people racialized white are taught to view, and thus come to accept, 

the marginalization of others as unrelated to their own positions or experiences. Racism 

and oppression are often examined as disconnected realities from the lives of the 

dominant white group. Theorists argue whiteness works elusively to structure and 
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maintain the racialized hierarchy within society while camouflaging that whiteness is 

“parasitically co-produced” (Schick & St. Denis, 2005, p. 304).  

Informed by grand narratives of colonialism, imperialism, Western Enlightenment, 

and capitalism (Berry, 2007; Carr & Lund, 2007; Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1998), 

whiteness is shaped by and works through discourses or structuring devices (Berry, 

2007) or strategies of symbolic construction (Thompson, 1990) to maintain the status 

quo and consequently privilege those racialized white. These structuring, ever-evolving 

discourses circulate to transmit the truths or common sense understandings of the 

dominant white group (Furniss, 1999; Gramsci, 1971). In particular, Critical Race 

theorists and other race scholars challenge the myth of multiculturalism and the related 

claims of meritocracy, neutrality, objectivity, and colourblindness (Ladson-Billings & 

Tate, 1995).  As previously described, while Canada’s policy of multiculturalism is often 

cited as evidence of the nation’s tolerance and generosity (Schick & St. Denis, 2005; St. 

Denis, 2011), not to mention our moral superiority over many other countries, this 

discourse creates the perception that all people are treated equally and fairly in Canada 

(Caouette & Taylor, 2007; Mackey, 2002; St. Denis, 2011). Because Canadians are 

deemed to be officially accepting of others, it is assumed to directly follow that Canada 

is positioned as effectively anti-racist, having an obligation to uplift other, less tolerant, 

peoples and places. Therefore, racism is categorized as the discriminatory practices of 

the past, practices that occur in other areas of the world, or as individual, isolated 

incidences (hooks, 2003; Schick & St. Denis, 2005).   It can be argued this practice 

encourages citizens to placidly accept the surface nature of multiculturalism without 

looking critically at the artificial ways in which it is often implemented. Through 
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mosaic-type celebrations or other additive or contribution style approaches, Canadians 

are encouraged to essentialize different cultures or races and to ignore that the remainder 

of the time, mainstream society reflects dominant white interests and understandings (St. 

Denis, 2011). In the end, a superficial multicultural stance allows whiteness to remain 

invisible and members of the dominant white group are not encouraged to critically 

examine the role of their racialization and its connections to privilege (and the 

marginalization of non-white Others) in society.  

As a result of discourses like meritocracy or the claim that all people are capable of 

experiencing the same levels of success with similar levels of work and diligence, there 

is a failure to recognize the saliency of processes of racialization and racism today. 

Critical Race theorists argue that race and racism are two critical features ingrained in 

North American society (Howard, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Parker & Lynn, 2002). 

In fact, they espouse that race and racism are so interwoven into the systems and 

dominant discourses of society they appear natural and normal (Ladson-Billings, 1998).  

They claim the neutral and objective nature of society results in a failure to account for 

the systemic or institutional racism that has existed throughout history. This “great 

denial” (Kincheloe, 2008, pp. 10) or “colonial frontier logics” (Donald, 2009, pp. 24) 

leads Euro-white Canadians to experience misrepresentations of their own capabilities. 

As Ahmed (2007) notes while people racialized white inherit whiteness, there is a need 

to acknowledge the inherited privileges that are not conferred on others who are 

racialized non-white.  

Theorists working with CRT or related approaches to critical race studies are also 

critical of the concept of colourblindness as it encourages people to ignore or look past 
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race, ethnicity, or cultural background and treat everyone the same. They argue that 

ignoring or looking past one’s racialization does not actually neutralize the role of race 

or other differences in one’s life and in society as a whole. Rather, it merely subverts the 

issue from the public agenda and hence beyond the realm of public acknowledgement. 

Consequently, people racialized white are enabled to explain away the inequity or 

discrimination suffered by non-white members of society as non-racial in nature (Earick, 

2009). This dismissal of race and processes of racialization too easily perpetuates the 

claims of a non-racist society rather than encouraging white-racialized individuals to 

critically examine the positions of power and privilege they enjoy at the expense of 

racialized non-white Others (Earick, 2009). Whiteness and racialized white identities are 

then permitted to exist as the norm or as a neutral state (Goodman, 2001; Kincheloe & 

Steinberg, 1998; Kumashiro, 2001; Lindo, 2007). By failing to address the continuing 

prevalence of issues of racialization and racism, theorists argue that claims of 

meritocracy, neutrality, objectivity, and colourblindness merely serve as “camouflages” 

(Tate, 1997, p. 235) to mask oppression and allow for the preservation of the self-

interests of the powerful.  

 

1.5.2 Critical Race Theory in Education 

Critical Race theory and related approaches to critical race studies have a 

significant role to play in addressing issues of power, privilege, the social construct of 

race, and the processes of racialization in North American educational systems. 

Although the ultimate goal of education in Saskatchewan is generally perceived to be the 

development of engaged, life-long learners with a well-developed sense of self and 
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community (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2009), proponents argue that most of 

the time “mainstream education is an extension of colonization insofar as it has been 

used to promote a dominant narrative of the past and privilege certain ways of knowing” 

(Tupper & Cappello, 2008, p. 563). Given that they make up part of the state apparatus 

(Althusser, 1971), most often schools play a significant role in the ways in which peoples 

are racialized and how diverse peoples are constructed and managed in Canada (Mackey, 

2002; Orlowski, 2008). A critical examination of the curriculum-as-planned quickly 

uncovers the overpowering tendency to recognize knowledge, skills, and values heavily 

influenced by European traditions (Apple, 1993; 2004a). For example, the sequencing of 

skill development follows a linear model rather than a holistic one that would be more 

reflective of the worldviews of Indigenous peoples in Canada. There is a decided focus 

on skills required for a debate rather than those more conducive to consensus building, 

which would also be more reflective of Indigenous epistemologies. While varying 

historical worldviews are sometimes presented (as are multiple perspectives of some 

historical events), these multiple views are rarely connected to contemporary situations.  

Instead, a singular contemporary worldview is presented as the Canadian one.  Also, 

alternative stories are presented as additive pieces to the dominant story. They are rarely 

used to disrupt these dominant narratives (Kumashiro, 2001).  Through this transmission 

of content reflecting a Eurocentric worldview, many students from diverse cultures and 

ethnicities feel the need to sacrifice their own “cultural heritage and identity” (Rains, 

2003, p. 215) in order to find success in mainstream educational institutions (Goodman, 

2001).  
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In addition to privileging Eurocentric knowledge, perspectives, and ways of 

knowing in schools, race scholars argue that multicultural policies in education often 

reflect a deficiency or deficit view of marginalized groups as they are targeted or 

provided with extra help so they can experience success (as defined by the dominant 

culture) within the existing system (Solomon et al., 2005). As previously discussed, 

through the use of additive or contributions approaches, multicultural education is often 

implemented as merely a superficial celebration of the non-white Other.  These 

superficial celebrations of the “festivals and food” (King, 1991, p. 134) of diverse groups 

occur at the expense of more in-depth, substantive, realistic examinations of the 

identities, histories, and beliefs of diverse peoples or of interrogations of the historical, 

political, economic forces shaping our society (Kumashiro, 2001; Rains, 2006; Solomon 

et al., 2005). Specifically within these types of multicultural programs, there is rarely a 

problematizing or critical interrogation of whiteness (Solomon et al., 2005). These views 

support my earlier critique of liberal multicultural discourses in education, and more 

specifically in social studies curricula.  

The above approaches to multicultural education are problematic. Infusing token 

stories or traditions of diverse individuals or groups into a curriculum and classroom 

dominated by Eurocentrism may serve to perpetuate the belief that multiculturalism is 

studied for the sake of minoritized students or that once the ceremony or tradition of 

another culture is considered, white-racialized students and teachers have done their 

part. It requires no further responsibility to consider the lived realities of diversity within 

Canada. In essence, the current manifestations of multicultural education actually may 

serve to perpetuate nationalistic assumptions as they reflect the dominant discourses of 
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Canada as a tolerant, anti-racist nation. This dysconscious racism or uncritical 

acceptance of the status quo “tacitly accepts dominant White norms and privileges”  

(King, 1991, p. 135) and lets students and teachers who are racialized white off the hook 

rather than encouraging the “disrupt[ion of] dominant, White, liberal perspectives deeply 

embedded in educational systems” (Tilley & Powick, 2007, p. 107).  Without critical 

exposure to and interrogation of the role of whiteness in society, students who are 

racialized white are not required to reflect on their racialized position of privilege or the 

related marginalization of others; rather, they are permitted to merely celebrate 

achievements occurring within a seemingly multicultural and tolerant nation (Allen & 

Rossatto, 2009; Kumashiro, 2001). Because of this, supporters of CRT critique 

“reinforcing relations of domination” (Schick & St. Denis, 2005, p. 296) through the 

mutation of multicultural education (Ladson-Billings, 1998).   

Critical Race theory also provides a lens through which to question the 

implementation of the priority strategy as outlined in Regina Public Schools’ Continuous 

Improvement Plan. As previously described, the goal is to increase awareness and 

understanding of Indigenous cultures in order to support equitable opportunities and 

outcomes for First Nations and Métis students. However, the ways this priority strategy 

is conceived clearly support the belief that multicultural aspects of education are done 

for the benefit of the minoritized or racialized non-white students. While one might 

claim that all students are to be exposed to more Indigenous content and perspectives, 

this is merely implied at best. CRT considers the nuances of such a statement, 

particularly the lack of evidence to suggest that there will be a more critical analysis of 

the role of race, processes of racialization, whiteness, or white privilege in the classroom. 
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Therefore whiteness and its structuring discourses continue to remain largely 

unexamined and intact while diversity is included in educational policy in order to help 

or target those students racialized non-white. While this approach may initially seem 

well intentioned, it appears to support the traditional paternalistic perception that non-

white racialized students have deficiencies they need additional help to overcome and 

does not consider the role of systemic or institutional factors in educational inequity 

(Heydon, 2005; Kincheloe, 2008; Ladson-Billings, 1998).     

These examples illustrate the immeasurable potential of Critical Race theory to 

inform educational policies and practices. In addition to its applicability to education in 

general, CRT has an important role to play in social studies education. Much of the 

responsibility for citizenship education has traditionally fallen to social studies 

educators.  In fact, the overarching goal of social studies is often perceived to be the 

development of “good citizens” (Howard, 2003, p. 34). Specifically in Saskatchewan, the 

overarching goal as stated within the secondary social studies curricula is to help 

students “participate in society as responsible citizens” (Saskatchewan Learning, 1999, 

p. 3). While a precise description of a good or a responsible citizen may be rather illusive 

and certainly contested (See Westheimer & Kahne, 2004), some would agree it involves 

a commitment to the development of students’  “civic responsibility and competence in 

the pursuit of a democratic and just society” (Howard, 2003, p. 28). Through these 

pursuits, it is hoped that students will recognize, respect, and embrace differences of 

racialization, culture, ethnicity, and language honouring the role this diversity plays in 

the development of a multicultural society (Howard, 2003). Respecting and embracing 

differences must include a critical analysis of discourses in mainstream society that 
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privilege one group at the expense of another and a commitment to reconstructing 

society to be a more democratic and just one (Allen & Rossatto, 2009; Kumashiro, 

2001).  

Within social studies education specifically, CRT can inform curricular and 

pedagogical decisions. While incorporating diverse content and perspectives into the 

curricula may be a step towards a more inclusive environment, there is also the need to 

recognize the lack of congruency that also may exist between differing worldviews. For 

example, dominant Euro-white worldviews are based on linear, non-holistic perspectives 

whereas the worldviews of Indigenous people in Canada are often more cyclical and 

holistic (Donald, 2009; Nicholas, 2001; Smith, 2001). Consequently, to artificially 

supplant Indigenous knowledge, perspectives, and ways of knowing into a linear, non-

holistic system will undoubtedly have a limited impact on students’ understandings of 

diversity in deep and meaningful ways. 

In addition to fundamental changes to the structure of the curricula, supporters of 

CRT demand multiple stories and perspectives are included as invaluable, foundational 

pieces of the curricula and classrooms in ways that disrupt dominant narratives and 

discourses (Kumashiro, 2001). While the present social studies curricula in 

Saskatchewan certainly does provide opportunities to include multiple versions of 

history and diverse perspectives, these activities are often not named as foundational 

learning pieces and consequently are left to the discretion of the classroom teacher. 

Unfortunately with the vast majority of Saskatchewan teachers being from a dominant 

Euro-white background with limited exposure to principles of CRT, these options often 

fall to the wayside or are done as additive pieces to the mainstream curricula (Earick, 



 

 

32 

2009; Sleeter, 2005). Therefore race theorists would argue it is imperative to ensure 

multiple versions of events, diverse perspectives, and processes that ensure critical 

analysis of the status quo are embedded as fundamental aspects of the curricula rather 

than as optional areas or activities.   These diverse perspectives also need to be taken up 

in ways that do not merely add to the nationalist story or to dominant discourses but 

rather, in ways that encourage students to reconsider the veracity of the mainstream 

narratives and their own identities as Canadians (Kumashiro, 2001). Students and 

teachers also need to consider how certain knowledges come to be dominant in the first 

place.  

Critical Race theorists would also argue that the diversification of a teacher’s 

pedagogical practices can go a long way in creating an environment that is conducive to 

meaningful learning for all students (Bishop et al., 2012). For example, in an attempt to 

bridge the gap between the dominant Eurocentric views of learning/teaching and the 

more holistic views of Indigenous peoples, teachers can recognize various types of 

knowledges and infuse various teaching strategies that better reflect and honour the 

knowledges and practices of diverse peoples (Cleary & Peacock, 1998; Bishop et al., 

2012). In particular, Graveline (1998) suggests using traditional ceremonies and story-

telling in the classroom. Bishop et al. (2012) challenge teachers to “develop and adopt a 

relationship-based pedagogy” (p. 3) wherein teachers relate to and interact with various 

students in diverse ways.  Obviously, including these culturally relevant practices in the 

classroom will require the support and participation of culturally appropriate peoples and 

resources.  For example, inviting First Nations Elders and other community members 

into the classroom can help to foster the development of meaningful relationships and 



 

 

33 

connections beyond the classroom in ethically relational ways (Bishop et al., 2012; 

Donald, 2009). Through diverse teaching strategies and resources, students will be 

exposed to diverse content, perspectives, and ways of knowing. Perhaps as students 

encounter the voices and experiences of racialized Others, the dominant discourses 

ubiquitous in education will be made apparent and thus more readily problematized.    

While including the voices of racialized Others is advantageous, Critical Race 

theorists also argue it is crucial for students to be given the opportunity to share their 

personal experiences and understandings in the classroom. Instructional practices like 

talking circles or talking webs encourage and value the participation of all students in the 

learning process (Tompkins, 2002). By acknowledging the voices of all students, 

teachers and students are exposed to the lived multiplicity within the community.  These 

representations of diversity can then become starting points for discussions that seek to 

disrupt dominant narratives and discourses. However, as Graveline (1998) cautions, 

while using pedagogies steeped in cultural traditions can be rewarding and can advance 

the cause of a more critical form of multicultural education, teachers need to ensure these 

pedagogies are used authentically and ethically (Heydon, 2005).  

While the relevance and applicability of CRT to this research inquiry is noted, 

critiques of CRT are also evident. As previously discussed, central to CRT is the 

inclusion and honouring of personal narratives and counterstories that challenge 

dominant nationalist narratives and discourses in an effort to disrupt the hegemony of 

whiteness. However, as Delgado and Stefancic (2001) describe, mainstream critics of 

CRT challenge this practice on a number of levels. First, critics argue storytelling is a 

“distortion of public discourse” (p. 91) in that these stories are not necessarily 
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representative of the experiences of others within these groups but rather an 

essentializing of peoples due to their racialization (or other personal attributes). For 

example, Rosen (1996) charges CRT with “vulgar racial essentialism” (p. 30) as with the 

sharing of personal stories or counter narratives, all black peoples (or alternatively, all 

First Nations, Métis, or Inuit peoples) are constructed to be, to think, or to experience the 

same way. Opponents also argue that “storytelling lacks analytical rigor” (Delgado and 

Stefancic, 2001, p. 91) as they require interpretation and hence can be understood and 

taken up in a variety of different ways. Another criticism is that the tellers of these 

stories assume an authoritarian position relative to these stories that makes it difficult to 

challenge their interpretations or memories.  As they were the ones living it, they will 

likely always be more of an expert with respect to the given situation than listeners 

would/could be.  

While these criticisms certainly give one reason to pause, upon closer critical 

scrutiny, it is important to consider how these criticisms serve to protect the structuring 

forces of whiteness and thus further the promotion of its hegemony.  Counter stories are 

not likely indicative of all experiences and narratives of those who are constructed 

outside of mainstream society.  Yet herein lies their significance. Counter narratives 

illustrate the contradictions within mainstream narratives and discourses. They 

themselves are not intended to demonstrate or to claim universality.  That the 

interpretations of these stories may vary is also critical to their power and importance. 

This variance illustrates the extensive, real plurality that exists within society. Having 

said that, it is clear why this variance would be problematic to structuring forces of 

whiteness, which are strengthened through the normalizing construction and perpetuation 
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of dominant discourses and nationalist narratives. The prominent position of those 

authoring these stories also poses significant issues for those intending to employ the 

structuring forces of whiteness to contradict their claims. Given that it is difficult to 

challenge the veracity of the author’s claims and interpretations, it is challenging to 

disrupt these counter narratives. Considering these critiques through a CRT lens, it is 

clear why mainstream scholars would take exception to these practices as they 

undermine the power of whiteness and its structuring forces. 

Extending from and closely related to concerns with storytelling and counter 

narratives is the mainstream critique of CRT’s seeming “nonchalance about objective 

truth” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 92). As critical race theorists recognize society to 

be a socially constructed phenomenon and reality to be constructed from the common 

experiences of the majority, there is little recognition of objective truth. Instead, as 

Delgado and Stefancic (2001) emphasize, truth is understood to be “a social construct 

created to suit the purposes of the dominant group” (p. 92). Again, it is easy to see why 

those protecting whiteness would take exception to this ontological principle. It 

undermines the dominance of mainstream society and of whiteness.  

Kincheloe (1999) also cautions race scholars to avoid essentializing whiteness as 

he reminds them there is “no fixed essence of whiteness” (p. 169). He reiterates that 

whiteness is constructed and enacted differently in different social, historical, rhetorical 

and discursive contexts. However, Kincheloe (1999) also argues that those hoping to 

avoid racial essentialism need to avoid the similarly dangerous practice of racial erasure. 

He argues that those working with critical race approaches should acknowledge and 

explore the “socially constructed, artificial, ephemeral nature of racial identities and… 
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carefully trace the all-to-real effects of such identities” (p. 170). Adding to this concern, 

Leonardo (2004) and Earick (2009) argue many critical race scholars do not go far 

enough in their disruption of whiteness when they utilize the concept of white privilege. 

Instead, they argue the dominance of whiteness demonstrates nothing short of white 

supremacy. However, as I previously noted, I feared the use of the term white supremacy 

would prematurely shut down the possibilities for research (and difficult discussions) 

with students. Thus I chose to utilize the term white privilege all the while pushing 

discussions and integrating topics related to white supremacy.   

Employed thoughtfully and critically, Critical Race theory can inform the way 

issues of diversity, (in)equity, the social construct of race, and processes of racialization 

are framed and dealt with in social studies classrooms. Critical examinations of race, the 

processes of racialization, and racism can lead to greater understandings of the 

racialization of white students (Allen & Rossatto, 2009). This enlightenment can 

encourage educators to challenge (and thereby disrupt) dominant discourses and to 

consider counter narratives. CRT can also inform how socially sanctioned multicultural 

education is conceived and implemented so it can create more authentic, meaningful, and 

critical experiences for students. Consequently, the ways in which students learn to 

understand and engage in the world may be transformed. Social studies classrooms may 

then become spaces of transformation in addition to ones that justify and sustain the 

hegemony of whiteness complete with its structuring discourses and systems of 

privilege.  
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1.6 Significance and Implications of this research 

A more nuanced appreciation of the ways in which high school students who are 

racialized white perceive their racialization and its connections to privilege and how I, as 

their racialized white teacher, perceive my own racialization and as such, how I am 

implicated in and contribute to the students’ perceptions has the potential to inform both 

my own practice and the ways in which diversity and inequities might be addressed in 

education more broadly. As outlined, policies aimed at addressing diversity and 

(in)equity in the educational system have continually failed to alleviate conditions of 

oppression experienced by those racialized non-white.  Traditional approaches to social 

studies education continue to (re)inscribe dominant discourses and nationalist narratives 

in ways that construct Canada and Canadians differently and inequitably. By dealing 

with issues of diversity and inequity superficially through multicultural approaches, 

social studies education continues to privilege certain knowledges, perspectives, and 

ways of knowing at the expense of others and perpetuates superficial understandings of 

race, processes of racialization, and power imbalances within Canadian society. If there 

is greater awareness of the ways in which high school students who are racialized white 

perceive their racialization and the ways racialized white teachers and educational 

understandings and practices may contribute to or challenge these perceptions, then a 

better understanding of how dominant discourses and common sense understandings 

(Gramsci, 1971) are (re)inscribed in schools and in society and what conditions may be 

necessary to disrupt these becomes possible.  
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CHAPTER 2: ENGAGING MORE CRITICALLY WITH DOMINANT 

DISCOURSES AND NATIONALIST NARRATIVES 

 
Much of the motivation for this research project has grown from my experiences 

with students and what I believe is an uncritical acceptance of nationalist discourses that 

construct Canada and Canadians. Reminiscent of some of my own beliefs in grade 12 

and perhaps even today, many of the students I have taught tout the merits of Canada and 

Canadians with very little awareness of or regard for alternative accounts of the nation 

and its peoples historically or today. While on the surface these discourses may seem 

merely a reflection of life in Canada or, alternatively, harmless statements demonstrating 

national pride, I doubt if this is really the case. What else might actually be happening 

during these patriotic musings?  

Before examining the effects of uncritical acceptance and perpetuation of these 

nationalist discourses, it is important to consider what they claim about Canada and who 

they construct Canadians to be. While it lies beyond the scope of this project to consider 

each and every possible nationalist discourse, I intend to examine those that are 

repeatedly voiced within my classroom. In addition to this educational setting, these 

nationalist discourses are pervasive in many areas within society, including in the media 

(whether it be online, in print, or on television), at local and national celebrations or 

festivals, in museums, and even in coffeehouse or living room discussions (Mackey, 

2002). Perhaps of greatest professional importance to me, these discourses are infused 

throughout classroom materials, including the curriculum, textbooks, posters, videos, and 

other teaching and learning resources (Schick & St. Denis, 2005; Tupper, & Cappello, 
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2008; 2012). Due to the pervasiveness and popularity of these discourses, a critical 

examination of their claims seems warranted.  

While it is acknowledged that discourses cannot be encapsulated or accessible in 

their entirety, critical aspects can be traced through or gleaned from narratives and other 

texts that work to constitute them (Ainsworth & Hardy, 2004).  Texts as representative of 

recurring statements are understood to be interconnected and co-constituting (Luke, 

1996). Working together, these statements, individual words, references, and themes 

constitute the discourses available at any given time in any given place (Luke, 1996).  It 

is understood that discourses are fluid, dynamic, and cross-fertilizing as they change “in 

accordance with the demands and needs of the institution or community in question” 

(Luke, 1996, p. 15). They are intimately connected to “ways of knowing, believing and 

categorizing the world and modes of action” (Luke, 1996, p. 15).  

 

2.1 So what is Canada and who are Canadians?  

Popular nationalist discourses describe Canada as a fair, kind, and benevolent 

nation built on and through the hard work, courage, perseverance, and ingenuity of its 

founding members (Furniss, 1999).  Because it is perceived to be fair, liberal, and based 

on the principles of equality and justice (Jeffery, 2007; Mahrouse, 2010), Canada is 

constructed as a country in which all citizens have equal opportunity to succeed. To 

experience success and fulfill their dreams, Canadians need only work hard and 

persevere in the face of adversity. If they do not, their failures are problems of their own 

making rather than a result of conditions of oppression that structure experiences in 

differential ways. Through these meritocratic (and highly individualistic) discourses, 
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strength, courage, ingenuity and determination are highly valued qualities (Brayboy, 

Castagno & Maughan, 2007; Labercane & Griffith, 1995).  

Many of these national characteristics are perceived to be inherent in and evident 

right from the earliest frontier experiences when what is now Canada was conquered and 

settled by Europeans (Légaré, 1995; Stanley, 1998).  In fact, it is generally understood 

that Canada was “discovered” by European explorers. While European explorers (and 

their financiers) were obviously keenly aware of the Indigenous peoples inhabiting this 

New World, their Eurocentric, paternalistic assumptions permitted (and encouraged) 

them to disregard these peoples, their ways of life, and their claims to the land. For 

example, as Seed (1995) explains, English settlers “initially inscribed their possession of 

the New World by affixing their own powerful cultural symbols of ownership – houses 

and fences – upon the landscape…a second way to secure possession...by simply using 

it, engaging in agricultural or pastoral activities” (p. 25). Furthermore, Seed (1995) 

argues, “(t)he failure of most native Americans to use the fence (or similar type of 

boundary) to symbolize ownership convinced Englishmen that despite their resemblance 

to gardens, native plots did not create possession” (p. 8). Thus, there was often little 

evidence of permanent settlement or cultivation of the land as was deemed appropriate to 

satisfy English understandings and interpretations of possession. Therefore even though 

the land was clearly not empty, it was considered to be an unowned wilderness that was 

open for exploration and settlement to anyone willing to work hard and persevere. In this 

land of seemingly limitless opportunity, there was apparently a wealth of natural 

resources free for the taking (Furniss, 1999; Mackey, 2002; Pente, 2009).  
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Early settlers are thought to have embodied the frontier spirit as they came to 

North America to invade and make the land their own (Mulholland, 2009). They are 

often constructed in nationalist discourses as hard-working, courageous, determined, 

independent, and competitive.  Through their “heroic struggle(s) for domination” 

(Furniss, 1999, p. 76), European settlers were able to survive the elements and find 

success and economic prosperity in this New World (Furniss, 1999).  Because of these 

narratives, nationalist discourses articulate the English and the French as Canada’s two 

founding nations, rendering invisible the contributions of Aboriginal peoples to the 

history of this country (Bannerji, 2000; Furniss, 1999; Légaré, 1995; Mackey, 2002; 

Thobani, 2007).  

By contrast, dominant national narratives frame Indigenous peoples of Canada as 

primitive, mysterious savages (Francis, 1992; Furniss, 1999; Mackey, 2002). Generally 

examined and understood only through their interactions with European explorers and 

settlers, Indigenous peoples were (and often still are) assumed to be ahistorical in nature 

and to have existed prior to contact by merely living on the land “quietly in its forests 

and its streams” (Furniss, 1999, p. 58). Following initial contact with French and English 

Europeans and exposure to European ways and instruments, the way of life of the 

Indigenous peoples changed dramatically as they were subjected to disease, famine, and 

alcohol (Francis, 1992; Furniss, 1999; Saul, 2008). 

Nationalist discourses present Canada as a kind and benevolent nation for those 

living within its borders as well as for others within the international community 

(Furniss, 1999). What appears to be a natural tendency to always do good and to take 

care of others, is (re)affirmed through dominant historical narratives describing the 
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relationship between Europeans (and the Canadian government) and the Indigenous 

peoples in Canada.   During the processes of exploration and settlement, nationalist 

discourses portray the relationships between Indigenous peoples and Europeans in 

Canada as decidedly different than those of their American counterparts. It is often 

acknowledged that Indigenous peoples played a critical role in aiding the Europeans in 

their discovery, settlement, and quest for progress in Canada through harsh conditions, 

the fur trade, and various territorial wars (Francis, 1992; Saul, 2008). These discourses 

articulate that when the time came to settle the West, the Canadian government willingly 

signed treaties with First Nations peoples rather than taking more confrontational and 

bloodied approaches that were at times adopted in the USA (Francis, 1992; Furniss, 

1999; Mackey, 2002; Miller, 2009). In addition to signing treaties, other policies were 

developed to look after the “vanishing” Indigenous peoples (Francis, 1992, p. 16). These 

apparently less confrontational, more humane, peace-making approaches are offered as 

evidence of the inherently kind and benevolent nature of Canada and Canadians. 

In addition to the nationalist discourses I have just described, other discourses 

continue to construct Canada as an exceptionally tolerant and accepting nation. As 

discussed in Chapter 1, many Canadians feel pride in the nation’s multicultural identity 

and national claims of equality, justice, and tolerance of diversity (Bannerji, 2000; 

Furniss, 1999;Mackey, 2002; Légaré, 1995; St. Denis, 2011; Stanley, 1998; Thobani, 

2007). The Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism of 1963 and the 

resulting multicultural policy implemented by Trudeau’s government in 1971have 

entrenched official multiculturalism in the public consciousness, further in/forming the 

ways Canadians think of themselves and their country (Nicholas, 2001; Schick & St. 
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Denis, 2005; Thobani, 2007). Historical policies like the Royal Proclamation of 1763, 

which recognized First Nations’ autonomy and title to land and the Quebec Act of 1774, 

which protected cultural and language rights of French Canadians exist as earlier 

evidence of these national characteristics (Mackey, 2002).  

Following its inception into government policy in 1971, Canada’s multicultural 

identity has been reaffirmed with the subsequent entrenchment of the Charter of Rights 

and Freedoms into the Constitution Act of 1982, and with the adoption of the Canadian 

Multiculturalism Act in 1988 (Government of Canada, 1988; 1982).  Other policies are 

also offered up as evidence of Canada’s multicultural nature, including the Citizenship 

Act 1946 (Government of Canada, 1946), the Official Languages Act 1969 (Government 

of Canada, 1969), and the Canadian Human Rights Act 1977 (Government of Canada, 

1977). Canada’s national multicultural identity has been further confirmed on the 

international stage with the ratification of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

1948 (United Nations, 1948), the International Convention on the Elimination of all 

Forms of Racial Discrimination 1969, and the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights 1966 (Government of Canada, 1988).   

National discourses use these policies to support claims about the multicultural, 

pluralistic identity of Canada.  The belief that all people are treated equally and fairly in 

Canada stands as one such example (Caouette & Taylor, 2007; Government of Canada, 

2011b). It is assumed to directly follow that race, class, gender, ethnicity, and language 

do not adversely affect individual opportunities constructing Canada as a country with a 

level playing field and equal opportunity for all. Within these discourses, racism and 

other forms of marginalization and oppression are categorized as discriminatory 
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practices of the past (hooks, 2003; Lund, 2006; Mackey 2002; Montgomery, 2005; 

Roman & Stanley, 1997; Schick & St. Denis, 2005); practices that occur in other areas of 

the world (Furniss, 1999; Lund, 2006; Mackey, 2002; Montgomery, 2008; 2005; Roman 

& Stanley, 1997; Schick & St. Denis, 2005; Stanley, 2000); or as individual, isolated or 

exceptional incidents (Montgomery, 2008; 2005; Roman & Stanley, 1997; Schick & St, 

Denis, 2005; Stanley, 2000).  Through these multicultural discourses, the national 

identity of Canada as a tolerant, generous, equitable, meritocratic nation is claimed and 

protected (Bannerji, 2000; Lund, 2006; Mackey, 2002; Roman & Stanley, 1997; Schick 

& St, Denis, 2005; Thobani, 2007) and Canadians (particularly Euro-white Canadians) 

are described as accepting and tolerant people, certainly not collectively racist, sexist, 

classist, homophobic, or otherwise discriminatory. 

While it may be relatively easy to claim these qualities at an abstract level, it is 

more difficult to ignore that some historical events or policies do not reflect these ideals. 

To reconcile Canada’s nationalist identity of benevolence and tolerance with historical 

infractions, dominant national discourses also actively produce Canada as a redemptive 

nation that works diligently to overcome past transgressions (Hytten & Warren, 2003; 

Montgomery, 2008; Schick & St. Denis, 2005; Roman & Stanley, 1997; Stanley, 2000). 

Although acknowledging that historical injustices have occurred in Canada, nationalist 

discourses focus attention on how Canada has addressed these past errors in judgment in 

an effort to redeem itself and become “a perfected state of tolerance and 

multiculturalism” (Montgomery, 2008, p. 94).  Present policies supporting equality, 

tolerance and multiculturalism are framed as representing just how far Canada has 

progressed to make up for these past mistakes. Consequently, Canada is once again 
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considered to be a model society worthy of the admiration and emulation of other nations 

throughout the world (Montgomery, 2008; 2005). 

Connecting carefully to this tolerant, caring, and redemptive identity, nationalist 

discourses construct Canada as a peacekeeping nation with a natural propensity to do 

good both within the nation and within the international community.   Part of this 

nationalist discourse can be observed in and through the narrative of the Mountie (Royal 

Canadian Mounted Police). The Canadian Mountie is described as a courageous, law-

abiding (and of course, law enforcing) character that has come to be equated with the 

very essence of the Canadian spirit (Francis, 1992; Schick & St. Denis, 2005; Thobani, 

2007). In addition to representing all that is good and just, the Mountie is credited for 

“completely and almost instantly, transform[ing] life in western Canada” (Francis, 1992, 

p. 64).   Due to an unwavering personal and institutional sense of impartiality and 

benevolence, the Mountie brought British justice to the lawless in the West and protected 

Indigenous peoples from the unscrupulous characters who would otherwise take 

advantage of them (Francis, 1992).  

While the Mountie myths offer historical illustrations of the inherently good 

character of Canada and Canadians, discursive representations of Canada as a 

peacekeeping nation committed to international humanitarian aid highlight the 

continuing desire to do good and help others in today’s world. Nationalist discourses tout 

Canada’s leading role in the development and maintenance of United Nations 

peacekeeping forces. For example, David Kilgour, a former MP from Alberta, claims 

that peacekeeping is a national tradition in Canada, “now an integral part of our national 

identity or ‘national DNA’” (Kilgour, 2004, para. 2).  In addition, nationalist discourses 



 

 

46 

frame Canada as a nation committed to providing international humanitarian aid.  One 

can see an example of this discourse within the Canadian government’s official mandate 

for the recent Afghan “mission” (2011a). Humanitarian assistance is one of the six stated 

priorities (Government of Canada, 2011a).  The existence of other organizations like the 

Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) or World Vision Canada’s 

Humanitarian Assistance Team, lend themselves to an understanding of Canada as a 

country staunchly committed to helping others (CIDA, 2010; World Vision Canada, 

2011). Through a perceived willingness to undertake and support a variety of national 

and international projects and responsibilities, Canada is often portrayed as a defender of 

human rights and a saviour to those in need (Jeffrey, 2007; Mahrouse, 2010; 

Montgomery, 2006).  

Because it is discursively produced as a fair, tolerant, pluralistic, law-abiding, and 

compassionate society, Canada becomes, by extension, an advanced and civilized nation 

(Goldberg, 2009). It is certainly understandable why many high school students (and 

Canadians generally) would want to accept and endorse this national identity since it 

facilitates a sense of pride and good feeling. However, rather than accepting these traits 

as true, absolute reflections of the nation and its citizenry, the veracity of these claims 

must be considered. What can be discovered from examining alternative narratives and 

discourses? Before deconstructing and critiquing these nationalist discourses, it must be 

acknowledged that the very concept of the nation itself is problematic.  

The nation state is generally perceived to be a modern creation (Mackey, 2002).  A 

central assumption within the modern, western nation-building process is that a nation is 

a singular, homogenous entity (Bannerji, 2000; Goldberg, 2002; Légaré, 1995; Mackey, 
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2002; Miles, 1989; Thobani, 2007), understood to possess a “moral, cultural and political 

essence” (Bannerji, 2000, p. 104), which exists and is enacted neutrally. Differences are 

downplayed and “sameness” is embodied as a virtue (Goldberg, 2002, p. 15). National 

characteristics are understood as “rooted primarily in the character of the individual 

national subjects, with the nation being simply the aggregate of such qualities” (Thobani, 

2007, p. 6).  In this way, the identities of national subjects are assumed to be stable, 

conscious, unified, and enduring (Thobani, 2007).  Foundational to this view is the 

assumption that national progress, as defined in Western ways, is inevitable (Francis, 

1992; Mackey, 2002).  If this modern view of a nation and its citizenry is accepted, 

nationalist discourses seem to merely represent or reflect the essence of Canadians and 

hence, Canada.  

 

2.2 A more critical examination 

Rather than existing as absolute, inherent, or pre-determined, the national identity 

of Canada (as well as that of any other nation) and the identities of Canadian citizens can 

be recognized as socially constructed, historically constituted, inherently unstable and 

ambiguous  (Bannerji, 2000; Furniss, 1999; Mackey, 2002; Montgomery, 2008; Varma-

Joshi, 2004).   Gellner (1964) argues that nationalism “is not the awakening of nations to 

self-consciousness: it invents nations where they do not exist” (p. 169) and Anderson 

(2006) follows by describing a nation as an “imagined community” (p. 6). From this 

perspective, a nation’s identity, and those of its citizens, is produced by and through 

nationalist discourses that claim to represent the “common-sense conception of a 

common identity” (Thobani, 2007, p. 19; Goldberg, 1993). Thus, a nation acquires an 



 

 

48 

awareness of itself not by reflecting a finite set of stable, absolute qualities and values 

inherent in its citizenry but rather through the adoption of common perceptions 

perpetuated by and through nationalist discourses. This identity is assumed and claimed 

by many to be universal and inherent. International recognition of this identity continues 

to reproduce and strengthen nationalist claims.  A nation comes to define itself and to be 

defined by others (and its citizens to define themselves and be defined by others) based 

on nationalist discourses that claim a set of shared values and qualities (Goldberg, 1993; 

Thobani, 2007).  

If one understands identities to be constructed in this way, it becomes increasingly 

clear that nationalist discourses can wield tremendous power as they formulate and shape 

common sense perceptions.  At this point, it is useful to draw on Foucault’s 

understanding of power. Foucault (1997/1984) argued that power is not static nor does it 

belong to any one person or group. Instead as a dynamic force, power exists within all 

relations (Prado, 2000; St. Pierre, 2000). Contrary to popular perceptions of power as 

essentially repressive, Foucault understood power to be constructive or constitutive. 

Rather than working to deny, restrict or prohibit, power works to produce or construct 

(Foucault, 1979/1975). Relevant to this discussion, power is used to produce knowledge 

or systems of knowledge (perceived as ‘truth’) that in turn enable and sustain “power 

relations” (Foucault 1997/1984, p. 167).  Specifically, power works through nationalist 

discourses (and the grand narratives and other texts shaping them) to create subjectivities 

in differential ways (Deloria, 2004; Goldberg, 1993; Mackey, 2002; Prado, 2000).    

In short, nations are not homogenous. Rather, power is used to construct systems 

of dominance and subjugation that repress difference in order to enforce homogeneity 
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within a nation.  Goldberg (2002) recognizes this as “heterogeneity in denial” (p. 16).  

While national discourses generally circulate within nations in ways that repress 

difference in an effort to create a unified, homogeneous identity, the Canadian 

experience seems to deviate significantly from this norm (Mackey, 2002). In fact, some 

argue that difference has been critical to the formation of Canada’s identity and the 

identities of its citizens (Bannerji, 2000; Day, 2000; Légaré, 1995; Mackey, 2002; 

Thobani, 2007). Rather than erasing or suppressing difference, power (re)produces and 

works within and through systems of dominance and subjugation to manage or perhaps 

even to constitute difference (Day, 2000; Mackey, 2002; Thobani, 2007). Thus citizens 

who differ from the norm are identified or created as the Other and are consequently 

“contained, controlled, normalised, stereotyped, idealised, marginalised and reified” 

(Mackey, 2002, p. 6). This is not to suggest that difference has not also been 

foundational in the formation of other nation states including America. But for the 

purposes of this dissertation, the focus is on Canada.  

If one rejects the modern view of a nation with its homogeneous citizenry in order 

to adopt a stance more reflective of these post-structural understandings, the ways in 

which power operates within and through nationalist discourses (and the grand narratives 

and other texts shaping them) become increasingly more obvious and definitely more 

alarming.  By recognizing that power is used to construct systems of dominance and 

subjugation within and through nationalist discourses and in turn is (re)produced by and 

through these discourses, it is important to be more critical of the ways in which these 

discourses construct understandings of Canada as a nation and of Canadians as national 

citizens. Through a critical examination of these nationalist discourses and their 
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dominant narratives, a more thorough consideration of the ways in which Canada and 

Canadians are actually being (re)produced becomes possible. 

As previously outlined, nationalist discourses construct Canada in particular ways. 

A closer examination of these discourses reveal the ways in which power is used to 

construct systems of dominance and subjugation revealing the extent to which these 

proclaimed national values and traits are not born out in practice. For example, frontier 

narratives that depict the history and development of Canada only as a European settler 

nation do not reflect the range of historical experiences and realities of all peoples in 

what is now Canada. Rather, this version of the national history is overwhelmingly 

focused on the actions, activities, and institutions of mostly French and English 

Europeans (Furniss, 1999; Stanley, 2000). Prior to the arrival of Europeans, there 

appears to be very little worthy of noting in North America.  While the prior existence of 

Indigenous peoples is theoretically acknowledged, the inherent value (or lack thereof) of 

these groups, their cultures, and their societies is evident in their omission from many 

historical narratives including the assumption that the land, in essence, did not belong to 

anyone (Seed, 1995). Any experiences, developments, or structures of those indigenous 

to this land are usually downplayed (if not outright omitted) in nationalist discourses and 

as such, they are essentially nullified.    

Unfortunately, this dismissive treatment of Indigenous peoples does not end with 

the erasure of their history or their title to the land.  Through dominant nationalist 

discourses, Indigenous peoples at the time of contact are often constructed as primitive, 

noble savages destined to exist only within their traditional societies and thus, to live 

barbaric and backward lifestyles (Deloria, 2004; Mihesuah, 1996). Due to their perceived 
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naïveté, they are often cast as childlike and inexperienced (Bird, 1996). This is born out 

through the passage of the Indian Act (1876), which constructed a paternalistic 

relationship between Indigenous peoples and the Canadian government. Nationalist 

discourses also produce Indigenous peoples as lacking both personal and cultural 

strength and individual and collective agency through the circulation of narratives 

describing how Indigenous peoples fell victim to disease, famine, and the evils of 

alcohol.  Due to this supposed lack of fortitude and the generally assumed inferiority of 

their essentialized way of life and culture, it was often believed that Indigenous peoples, 

as a unified whole, were vanishing (Bird, 1996; Francis, 1992; Mihesuah, 1996).  

However, in reaction to the construction of these subjectivities, Berkhofer Jr. 

(1978) points out, “Since the original inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere neither 

called themselves by a single term nor understood themselves as a collectivity…the idea 

and the image of the Indian must be a White conception. Native Americans were and are 

real, but the Indian was a White invention” (p. 3). Building on this work, Francis (1992) 

argues that the image of Indigenous peoples so often constructed within and through 

national discourses is that of an “imaginary Indian” (p. 6). Rather than portraying 

multiple and nuanced representations of Indigenous peoples, these discourses construct a 

binary between those produced as real Canadian-Canadians (i.e. Euro-white Canadians) 

and those produced as Other (in this instance, Indigenous peoples) (Mackey, 2002). 

Through this binary, nationalist discourses perpetuate a relational racial identity for 

Canadians (as well as many others) (See Allen, 1994; Deloria, 2004). In comparison to 

the childlike, naive nature of Indigenous peoples, Euro-white Canadians are produced as 

courageous, hardworking, determined, independent, competent individuals. While 
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Indigenous peoples needed to be taken care of, Euro-white Canadians were more than 

capable of making decisions and being in charge. Evidence of this paternalistic attitude 

towards Indigenous peoples can be seen through a variety of discourses including those 

that frame treaties and treaty relationships. For example, dominant discourses often 

produce treaties between First Nations and the British Crown (now the Canadian 

government) to be either irrelevant today (Grant, 1983) or agreements geared primarily 

(or even exclusively) for the benefit of First Nations peoples rather than for the benefit of 

both parties (not to mention obviously the past, present, and future inhabitants of this 

land).    

While relational racial identities are constructed by and within dominant discourses 

and nationalist narratives in Canada in ways that determine those who are included as 

well as those who are not, one’s identity is never fixed nor necessarily constructed as a 

strict binary. Instead, because of the intersectionality of various aspects of individual 

identities, the diverse ways and fluidity of identity construction, this racial binary may in 

fact be more accurately described as a continuum wherein there are gradations of 

belonging. One may be more or less included in some instances or at some points in time 

because of his or her subject positionings, while he or she may be more or less excluded 

in other situations or times due to the same (or other) characteristics. Given the various 

factors affecting how one’s subjectivity is produced (for example racialization, gender, 

socio-economic status, language, religion, sexuality, and many other aspects of identity), 

the complex interplay between these aspects, and the spatial and temporal contexts in 

which the individual is located, these categories of inclusion and exclusion are clearly 

more fluid and complex than a binary relationship suggests.  
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Dominant discourses also undermine or dismiss the active role played by Euro-

white Canadians in the marginalization and oppression of Indigenous peoples. As 

previously described, within these discourses Indigenous peoples are constructed as 

having fallen victim to a variety of social ills like disease, famine, and alcohol. Framed 

this way, these occurrences are presented as if they were inevitable or that they just 

happened without any active agency. What is omitted from these accounts is the 

intensely active and purposeful role played by Euro-white Canadians. Whether it be 

through the trading of alcohol and disease-infected blankets to Indigenous peoples or the 

destroying of their traditional hunting and gathering practices and lifestyles, the arrival 

of and relationship with Euro-white Canadians fundamentally affected the ways in which 

Indigenous peoples were living in North America.  

While many historical national narratives omit Indigenous people and their 

contributions to the nation building process altogether (Stanley, 2000), some address 

their presence but significantly limit the importance of Indigenous people to the 

formation of Canada. Often their roles and contributions are only discussed in relation to 

Euro-white Canadians.   For example, in order to provide support for the construction of 

Canada as a kind and benevolent nation, nationalist discourses construct a particular 

relationship between the Canadian government and Indigenous peoples.  Specifically, 

when it came time to settle the West (which of course involved the dispossession and 

displacement of Indigenous peoples), the Government of Canada is portrayed as using 

peaceful, benevolent approaches, rather than physically and forcefully removing them 

from the land as the Americans did. Such narratives stress that the government willingly 

entered into treaties with Indigenous peoples to ensure land was set-aside for them.  
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While the treaties were obviously signed, these over-simplified discourses omit many 

pertinent details like the obvious power-differential that existed between the two parties, 

differential understandings of the intent of treaties, as well as other issues inherent in the 

creation of treaties between parties that did not share a common language or a common 

commitment to both written and oral traditions (Miller, 2009). These discourses rarely 

account for or examine the current state of treaty rights and obligations. Rather, the 

government’s approach to dealing with Indigenous peoples through the signing of 

treaties is commended, with no reference to the more autocratic, oppressive and 

genocidal policies that have also been implemented such as the Indian Act, residential 

school systems, or the “60s scoop5”.  By focusing more on the positives and distancing 

themselves from the negatives, nationalist discourses actively produce a narrative of 

Canada as a kind and benevolent nation, affirming the identities of white settlers while 

disregarding any evidence to the contrary.   

In this way, the history of Canada is constructed as a linear series of “epitomizing 

events” (Furniss, 1999, p. 57) rather than a conglomeration of numerous, highly 

contested, politically charged actions and events.  As the understandings and 

perspectives of those who do not share the same lived experiences and perspectives of 

the dominant Euro-white Canadian group are not significantly represented, the history of 

Canada is able to play out like an inevitable, continuous march towards progress rather 

                                                 
5 The 60s scoop refers to the large number of government-sanctioned adoptions of First 
Nations and Métis children that took place in the 1960s. Often these children were taken 
without parental knowledge or consent and placed in white homes. Many argue that 
these adoptions were motivated by colonial, Eurocentric assumptions wherein First 
Nations and Métis peoples were produced to be, “culturally inferior and unable to 
adequately provide for the needs of the children” (Sinclair, retrieved 23 April 2013, para. 
1)  
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than a complex, messy, interconnected web of actions, reactions, and developments 

(Stanley, 2000; Tupper, 2002).  Since little attention is paid to alternative accounts of 

these historical events and policies, multiple explanations that challenge the messages 

conveyed or the values or traits espoused by these discourses are generally silenced.   

Consequently, oversimplified and often one dimensional versions of history are 

perpetuated, constructing a national identity for Canada and Canadians that represents 

and privileges only a specific portion of the population, namely white, English or French 

speaking, Christian Canadians (Donald, 2009; Solomon & Levine-Rasky, 2003).  

Historical narratives describing the formation of Canada as a predominantly 

European settler nation play a fundamental role in shaping both national identity and the 

historical consciousness of Canadians. Equally foundational is Canada’s perceived 

dedication to equality, justice, and tolerance for diversity through official 

multiculturalism. As a classroom teacher, I have experienced the ferocity with which 

many of my students cling to this constructed identity as if it holds the key to the very 

heart of their being.  While these discourses present the tolerant, accepting, just nature of 

Canada as a direct reflection of the inherent character of Canadians, a more critical 

examination of the multitude of factors that contributed to the adoption of 

multiculturalism provides the opportunity for more nuanced understandings.   

Some argue that Canada was experiencing a crisis in national unity in the late 

1960s (Légaré, 1995). Due to the growing sense of nationalism in Quebec, French-

speaking Canadians were demanding more power and autonomy over their own affairs. 

Following the “rapid influx of …immigrants” (Bannerji, 2000, p. 9), there were many 

other groups within Canada voicing their concerns and claiming similar rights and 
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recognition on the basis of a variety of ethnic and regional interests (Bannerji, 2000; 

Légaré, 1995).  Indigenous peoples were also asserting their rights collectively (Bannerji, 

2000) and there was a perceived need to establish a sense of Canada and Canadians that 

was distinguishable from the United States and Americans (Légaré, 1995). Adopting an 

official multicultural policy “mediate[d] (these) fissures and ruptures”  (Bannerji, 2000, 

p. 96). Rather than being motivated by idealistic values of equality and tolerance, there 

are those who argue the Canadian government adopted multiculturalism to serve as a 

“diffusing or a muting device” (Bannerji, 2000, p. 9) for these diverse claims (St. Denis, 

2011). By muting or even mutating the unique claims of these groups and molding them 

into common cultural demands, the Canadian government was able to sidestep 

contentious political struggles through the implementation of multicultural policies 

(Bannerji, 2000; St. Denis, 2011).  Understanding this historical and national context 

allows for a more critical understanding of the motivations behind the development of 

multiculturalism in Canada as well as of the actual impact it had and continues to have 

on the lives of the Canadians. 

As a significant part of Canada’s national identity, multicultural policies enable 

Canadians to celebrate difference within the nation and to officially assert “the value of 

culturally defined identities” (Légaré, 1995, p. 351). From within this space of assumed 

heterogeneity however, these discourses seek to establish a homogenous, singular entity, 

namely, the Canadian nation (Légaré, 1995).  Though this unifying process may not 

seem to be problematic, the ways in which it shapes Canadian society and Canadians 

may be. Rather than supporting and honouring the continued existence and display of 

heterogeneity, multicultural discourses can actually work to neutralize diversity by 
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severely limiting the ways in which difference is legitimately defined or expressed (St. 

Denis, 2011). In essence, these discourses work to create a homogeneous nation under 

the cloak of diversity (Légaré, 1995).  

Behind the common perceptions of multiculturalism, nationalist discourses may 

actually create a society that includes some and excludes others. Rather than attempting 

to erase or suppress differences in Canada (as is often the case in other nations), 

nationalist discourses actually use multiculturalism to create perceived binaries of 

Canadian-ness.  On one side of these perceived binaries (or as previously discussed, this 

continuum of inclusion and exclusion) are those who are generally viewed as 

epitomizing the true character or nature of Canada, namely Euro-white Canadians. These 

Canadians are produced as the core of the nation (Mackey, 2002). While a “real” 

Canadian today (Mackey, 2002, p. 89) is constructed as one that is racialized white, 

English or French speaking, and of European ancestry, this has not always been the case.  

When Britain claimed control of British North America in the 18th century, English 

Canadians were viewed to be the ideal Canadians; however, as time progressed and 

situations changed, the category of real Canadians was expanded to include French-

speaking and other white Europeans (Harris, 1993; Mackey, 2002). 

On the other side of these continuums are those who are not similarly defined or 

constructed and hence, are produced as Others. As a result, multicultural discourses 

effectively employ perceived binaries, or continuums of binaries, to include and 

privilege some while excluding and oppressing others (Hage, 1997).  Those who are 

created and managed as Others exist as “outsider-insiders” (Bannerji, 2000, p. 91) in a 

constant state of limbo as the “perpetual outsiders…in the national imaginary” (Razack, 
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Smith, & Thobani, 2010, p. 6). As Bannerji (2000) outlines, this is a paradoxical and 

troublesome situation for Canada and many non-white, non-English or French speaking, 

non-European Canadians. Although they officially belong to the nation as “part of its 

economy, subject to its laws, and members of its civil society” (Bannerji, 2000, p. 65), 

there is a sense of non-belonging in terms of identifying with the nationalist definitions 

of Canada and Canadians.  

Légaré (1995) argues this tension is often negotiated in two ways. First, this 

‘Otherness’ can be neutralized and thus rendered unproblematic if it is safely distanced 

from present-day realities by its relegation to the status of a non-political ethnic identity. 

Perceived to be non-political and hence non-threatening, these forms of ethnic identities 

are often expressed in traditional ways through food, music, or clothing. Thus 

multicultural celebrations or festivals, as noted, are often supported as acceptable ways 

to express diversity (Mackay, 2002). Through these safe, non-threatening expressions, 

heterogeneity is incorporated into the nation in a historical sense. It does not significantly 

impact the present and thus does not challenge dominant Euro-white Canadian culture 

(Légaré, 1995).  

The second way this Otherness is negotiated is in opposition to Canada and 

Canadians. That is, if one’s difference or deviation from the norm is not defined in a way 

that is sufficiently limited in order to be deemed safe and non-challenging to the Euro-

white core of Canadian culture, it is perceived to be a threat. These constructions are 

evidenced in discourses that produce immigrants as a threat to Canada or the Canadian 

identity (Roman and Stanley, 1997) or as a “burden” on the nation and its natural 

resources (Razack et al., 2010, p. 6).   By perpetuating a fear or distrust of minorities, 
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immigrants, refugees or any other non-white, non-European, non-English or non-French 

Other, these discourses do not reflect the national claims of tolerance, acceptance or 

multiculturalism (Donald, 2009). Multiculturalism then exists as a double-edged sword 

(Bannerji, 2000). Canada and Canadians can claim to tolerate diversity and consequently 

benefit from the positive rewards this status bestows, but in practice they impose a very 

tight rein on heterogeneity within the nation and permit difference to be demonstrated in 

very limited ways.  

Despite constructing Canada as a tolerant and generous nation, nationalist 

discourses actually create subjectivities for citizens that do not reflect or promote these 

ideals. For example, Canada is constructed as a place where racial, ethnic, linguistic, 

gender and class differences pose no barriers to participation or employment; this 

suggests a level playing field where all people can succeed.  Framed in this way, 

marginalization, oppression, and racism are the result of individual acts only; they are 

not linked to institutional or systemic structuring or practices. By dismissing the salience 

of these oppressive forces in the everyday experiences of many Canadians, discursive 

practices camouflage the interdependency between the disempowerment and 

marginalization of some and the empowerment and privileging of others. Because these 

positions are viewed as unrelated, those who are privileged and empowered in relation to 

the marginalized Other are not implicated in these systems and hence are often lulled 

into a sense of complacency as they do not feel any accountability or responsibility to 

address these inequities (Lund, 2006; Montgomery, 2008; Varma-Joshi, 2004).  

While discourses often adjust or mutate to deal sufficiently with alternative and 

conflicting claims, sometimes a different strategy must be employed. In these situations, 
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nationalist discourses construct Canada as a nation working to redeem itself from past 

transgressions. By admitting past mistakes and attempting to make amends, Canada 

becomes an example of a redemptive nation progressing towards just ideals. However, 

through these discursive techniques, the focus is removed from those oppressed or 

otherwise marginalized by these transgressions and is re-centered on the nationalist 

ideals of the multicultural, tolerant, generous, and just Canada. For example, Saul (2008) 

speaks about the federal government’s official apology to Indigenous survivors of 

residential schools. While this apology and the accompanying financial settlement was 

certainly warranted (and long overdue), nationalist discourses are manipulated in such  

situations creating subsequent perceptions that have negative consequences for victims 

of these policies and practices. If by way of this apology it is perceived that Canada has 

sufficiently made up for these discriminatory, oppressive policies and practices and has 

consequently washed the proverbial slate clean, Canada (and by extensions Canadians) is 

redeemed while the victims continue their suffering. In effect, then, these discursive 

practices turn the table and blame the victims that continue to suffer as a result of these 

oppressive experiences (Kailin, 1999; St. Denis, 2007).   Nationalist discourses that 

produce Canada as a redeemer, refocus the attention on dominant, Euro-white Canadians 

and obscure and minimalize the lasting influence of these discriminatory and oppressive 

policies and practices on those victimized. 

As described, the Mountie has been produced as representative of the character of 

Canada and Canadians which also produces alternative messages. Historical Mountie 

narratives construct Indigenous peoples as childlike, wild, and unpredictable as 

compared to most Euro-white Canadians who were civilized and law-abiding. These 



 

 

61 

subjectivities position Indigenous peoples as “impediment(s) to national progress and 

civilized values” (Francis, 1992, p. 82) while positioning the majority of Euro-white 

Canadians as inherently superior and thus responsible for the protection of these inferior 

Others.   Euro-white Canadians that do not fit into this civilized, law-abiding group are 

treated as exceptions to the rule. The inherent superiority of Euro-white Canada is 

(re)produced as it is used to explain the overwhelming success of the Mountie to 

establish and maintain order in Canada.  

This superiority is further perpetuated through nationalist discourses that construct 

Canada as a peacekeeping nation committed to providing humanitarian aid to those in 

need. This do-gooder depiction constructs Canadians as “good people” (Thompson, 

2003, p. 8) discursively contributing to perceptions Canadians may have of their moral 

superiority; thus Canada acts as though it is “burdened with the fantasized responsibility 

to uplift implicitly inferior spaces, nations and people elsewhere on the planet” 

(Montgomery, 2005, p. 19). Paternalist expressions such as these are embedded in 

nationalist discourses that claim Canada to be a moral saviour that helps “needy 

countries” (Montgomery, 2005, p. 29), spreads democracy to non-Western nations, and 

provides support to “vulnerable populations” (Government of Canada, 2011a, para. 3). 

These discourses rarely question Canadian motives, success is most often assumed, and 

any incidents that challenge this construction of Canadian identity infrequently surface. 

When they do, as with the case of the Somalia Affair (CBC Digital Archives, 1992), 

discourses quickly adapt to construct the situation as an isolated and shocking one that 

certainly is not representative of the Canadian norm (Montgomery, 2005).  
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While it may be tempting to disregard or dismiss disruptions to or contradictions of 

nationalist discourses (and the grand narratives and other texts shaping them) as merely 

alternative narratives that have no real significance or importance, it is critical to 

consider the far-reaching implications of these nationalist discourses. Rather than a mere 

squabbling over inconsistencies, these disruptions represent challenges to the power 

being produced within and through these discourses. For example, consider the ways in 

which Indigenous peoples were (and often still are) constructed in nationalist discourses. 

These constructions clearly have real life consequences in Canada and in the world at 

large. While one may attempt to argue the limited, superficial impact of these 

stereotypical images, these creations or constructions “do not exist in a void” (Francis, 

1992, p. 194). Because many non–Indigenous Canadians erroneously assumed (and may 

continue to assume) the Imaginary Indian was in fact real, Canadians have created and 

many continue to support public policies (i.e. the Indian Act, residential schools, the 60s 

scoop) and institutions (i.e. Department of Indian and Northern Affairs and educational 

institutions) based on these assumptions (Francis, 1992; Mihesuah & Wilson, 2004).  

These colonial strategies or effects of power are produced by and help to (re)produce 

mindsets or systems of thought (St. Pierre, 2000) that work to frame the ways in which  

society is structured.  Donald’s (2009) colonial frontier logics and Furniss’s (1999) 

frontier cultural complex provide compelling illustrations of these mindsets. 

Donald (2009) describes colonial frontier logics as, “those epistemological 

assumptions and presuppositions, derived from the colonial project of dividing the world 

according to racial and cultural categorizations, which serve to naturalize assumed 

divides and thus contribute to their social and institutional perpetuation” (p. 24). Furniss 
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(1999) termed the mindset she observed while researching in Williams Lake, the 

“frontier cultural complex.”  She recognized this complex as a historical consciousness 

“that is culturally conditioned and deeply influenced by Canada’s colonial heritage” and 

as a historical epistemology or “a way of knowing about history that provides a certain 

set of rules and assumptions that guide how ‘truths’ about the past, and by extension the 

present, are to be created, understood and conveyed” (p. 17).  These mindsets or systems 

of thought fundamentally structure the ways in which people think about difference in 

Canada both historically and today. Understanding the ways in which nationalist 

discourses help to (re)produce and are (re)produced within and through these mindsets 

helps one to trace how power (re)produces and is (re)produced within and through 

nationalist discourses and grand narratives. It then becomes increasingly clear that 

discourses are not merely reflecting or describing situations or people. They actually 

construct or produce “social formations, communities, and individual’s social identities” 

(Luke, 1996, p. 9).   

Based on the work of Foucault, Luke (1996) iterates the “constructing character of 

discourse” as it “defines, constructs, and positions human subjects” (p. 8).  Through this 

creation of subjectivities, nationalist discourses work to institutionalize privileges for 

some and disadvantages for others.  In addition to constructing subjectivities, discourses 

produce the shapes or nature of artifacts, entities, or situations in non-neutral ways 

(Ainsworth & Hardy, 2004; Luke, 1996). Through this construction of truths or 

knowledge about the social and the natural world, knowledge-power relations are 

attained (Luke, 1996). As Foucault (1977) explains, “truth is linked in a circular relation 

with systems of power which produce and sustain it, and to effects of power which it 
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induces and which extend it” (p. 133). Through this “political, economic, institutional 

regime of the production of truth” (Foucault, 1977, p. 133), certain types of discourses 

are deemed acceptable while others are not (St. Pierre, 2000). Thus, “regime(s) of truth” 

(Foucault, 1977, p. 133) are established within society as taken-for-granted, natural and 

normal. Clearly these regimes have real political, social, cultural and economic 

consequences for how populations are defined, governed, and monitored (Ainsworth & 

Hardy, 2004; Frankenberg, 1993; Furniss, 1999; Luke, 1996, Thobani, 2007; St. Pierre, 

2000).   

It is critical to note that while discourses can exert such power, they do not exist as 

stable, static or finite. They remain fluid, flexible, complex, and historically contingent 

(Furniss, 1999). When required, they are adapted to respond to challenges or threats to 

their hegemony (Francis, 1992). Most often these discourses reflect “strategic 

reformulations and revaluations of prior discourses” (Thomas, 1994, p. 171) rather than 

brand new discursive creations.  As these dynamic discourses adapt to ensure their 

survival and hegemony, so too do the subjectivities they produce. As Bannerji (2000) 

acknowledges, manipulations to and the flexibility of nationalist discourses in Canada 

are essential if the hegemonic power of the European, white character of Canada is to be 

maintained. 

Appreciating how knowledge and power are mutually constituted and 

interdependent is critical to understanding what happens as these nationalist discourses 

are voiced un-problematically in the classroom or in society at large.  While the full 

extent of this knowledge-power interdependency may be limitless, perhaps most 

pertinent to this project are the ways in which discourses are involved in the “naming, 
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patterning, and ordering (of) knowledge” (Montgomery, 2005, p. 428). By omitting and 

erasing some information, people, and perspectives, nationalist discourses establish 

certain truths about Canada and Canadians. This selective use of history enables the 

creation and perpetuation of “taken-for-granted understandings of the past” (Furniss, 

1999, p. 13) and acceptable ways or “rules for constructing knowledge” (Furniss, 1999, 

p. 13).   Through an almost complete saturation of official knowledge, nationalist 

discourses are able to manufacture a nation and its citizenry within and through systems 

of dominance (Furniss, 1999; Montgomery, 2008). By avoiding issues, perspectives or 

peoples that may disrupt grand narratives and other texts, nationalist discourses aid in the 

construction, the communication, and the policing of knowledge produced as truth. 

Consequently, while Canada is perceived to be a kind, tolerant, accepting nation 

committed to justice and equality, within and through its nationalist discourses it is 

actually constructed as a colonial, racial state (Goldberg, 2002). As shown, Canada is 

structured by or based on difference (Furniss, 1999; Mackey, 2002; Thobani, 2007). 

Through the use of gradations of belonging, Canadians are “constituted in relation to its 

excluded Other” (Thobani, 2007, p. 5). According to Thobani (2007) these relative 

positions of superiority function as “a form of ontological and existential capital that can 

be claimed by national subjects in their relations” with Others (p. 5).  Through 

institutional and personal policies and practices, some individuals are produced as full 

Canadians while others are seemingly destined to be marginalized or to have 

“conditional inclusion” (Thobani, 2007, p. 6).    As a result, in Canada the Other serves 

to define and prop up the identity of those deemed superior (Frankenberg, 1993; 

Mackey, 2002; Thobani, 2007). Therefore a pluralist national identity, as a flexible 



 

 

66 

strategy, is in place not because it reflects natural Canadian values of tolerance and 

diversity but because it sustains unofficial hierarchies of citizenship and helps “to 

manage diverse populations” (Mackey, 2002, p. 13).    

In addition to the reliance on binaries (or gradations of belonging) to structure 

Canadian society and the identities of Canadians, other features are needed to ensure the 

hegemonic control of nationalist discourses. Fundamental to the strength of these 

discourses, is their normalization, naturalization and universalization. Through the 

selective use of history that omits alternative understandings and perspectives, 

marginalizes those produced as Others, and relies on grand narratives to structure 

dominant understandings, national discourses are normalized and naturalized (Furniss, 

1999). Once these discourses become situated as the norm, it can be difficult if not 

impossible, to challenge or disrupt their hegemonic control (St. Pierre, 2000). 

Complementary to this normalization and naturalization, discourses are produced as 

universal truths. This universalizing principle is perpetuated so effectively that those 

positioned within mainstream society assume that all individuals and groups share 

similar understandings, beliefs, and experiences (McLaren, 1998; Jiwani, 2010; Thobani, 

2010).  Consequently, these discourses negate the necessity to focus on or talk about 

difference whether it be racial, ethnic, cultural, gender or class based (Howard, 2003). 

Thus under the guise of universality, differences are muted and ignored.  

Perhaps one of the most critical and powerful features of nationalist discourses is 

their relative invisibility. While they wield enormous power and influence the lives of all 

within Canada through their defining and structuring capabilities, their hegemonic 

control remains hidden.  Jiwani (2010) notes the particularly effective use of power 
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through exnomination, the “power not to be named” (Gabriel, 1998, p. 13) or as Fiske 

(1996) characterizes, “the power to see while remaining unseen, the power to put others 

into discourse while remaining unspoken” (p. 217). Such power to define and structure 

society and yet remain unnamed protects these discourses from exposure and critique 

(Frankenberg, 1993; Thobani, 2010) and allows them to continue to (re)produce their 

dominance. Because of this quality, these discourses also protect the invisibility of 

whiteness and white privilege operating within Canadian society from those who are 

racialized white (McLaren, 1998). 

By virtue of their ability to define and structure society in ways that are understood 

to be normal, natural, universal and invisible, these discourses are able to capitalize on 

“accumulated (and orchestrated) silences” (Furniss, 1999, p. 77) and shape public 

consciousness. As previously outlined, discourses often need to be adapted by those who 

use them in order to seem sustainable and thus to protect their hegemony. Given the 

particularly racialized nature of nationalist discourses in Canada, many discursive 

strategies are developed and employed to protect whiteness and white privilege. While it 

is impossible to discuss them all at this point, a few examples may be useful. In order to 

ensure the construction and protection of white innocence and white denial (Stanley, 

2000; Thompson, 2003), discursive strategies are often employed in ways that blame the 

victim for his or her own discrimination or oppression (Kailin, 1999; St. Denis, 2007).  

Solomon, Portelli, Daniel, & Campbell, (2005) acknowledge “white talk” as strategies 

often adopted by white people “to avoid acknowledging or naming their privilege” (p. 

156). Specific examples of white talk include but are not limited to “derailing the 

conversation, evading questions, dismissing counter arguments, withdrawing from the 
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discussion, remaining silent, and interrupting speakers and topics” (McIntyre, 1997, p. 

46).   

Other discursive strategies include the whitening of ideas whereby claims that 

challenge or disrupt dominant discourses are adopted, rearticulated, and finally 

incorporated into mainstream discourses as just another “reformist set of discourses” 

(McCarthy, 1994, p. 82) thereby watering down any of their original disruptive and 

revolutionary capabilities (Schick, 2000). By framing racism as individualized, 

extraordinary, or historical, and employing alternative forms of coded language (like the 

naming of ethnicity or socio-economic class to avoid talking of race) to continue the 

perpetuation of subtle and dysconscious forms of racism (King, 1991), nationalist 

discourses are able to (re)produce their white racial power and dominance (Kailin, 1999).   

It has become increasingly clear to me that nationalist discourses are much more 

than just patriotic musings. Rather, they construct Canada and Canadians in differential 

and contradictory ways. While those who are racialized white are constructed to be the 

norm who embody the glorified characteristics of the nation, those who are racialized 

non-white are produced as the something else, the Other. As Mahrouse (2010) cautions, 

liberal nations can pose “great challenges to social justice” (p. 170) because as Mills 

(2008) notes, within liberalism “justice and equal protection (can be) effectively denied 

even while being triumphantly proclaimed” (p. 1381). Similarly, Jeffery (2007), Mackey 

(2002), Orlowski (2011), and Thompson (2003) question the influence of liberal ideals 

and subjectivities, noting they may merely represent colonial power and dominance 

behind a mask of perceived “goodness” (Thompson, 2003, p. 17).  In fact, some argue 

the “egalitarian ideology of liberalism has unquestioningly become the hegemonic 
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political outlook of the modern age” (Mahrouse, 2010, p. 171; see also Orlowski, 2011). 

While many citizens may prefer to believe that Canada is a liberal, just, tolerant nation, 

the need to deconstruct and critique nationalist discourses proves to be very necessary if 

systems of oppression are to be dismantled.  

Within the field of education specifically, nationalist discourses permeate 

schooling and “give rise to ‘regimes of truth’ about the subject of Canada” 

(Montgomery, 2008, p. 84). As I have already illustrated, this saturation of official 

knowledge can been seen throughout school curricula, textbooks, as well as the 

implementation of evaluative procedures and educational policies (Ladson-Billings, 

1998; Montgomery, 2008; 2006; Tupper & Cappello, 2008). For example, textbooks are 

often viewed “as simply the truth about what happened in the past” (Montgomery, 2006, 

p. 21; Tupper, 2002).  However rather than merely reflecting absolute truth, texts are 

“‘knowledge apparatuses’ formed and circulated with the effect of promoting 

nationalism in the present” (Montgomery, 2006, p. 21) in ways that “sustain, organize 

and promote white supremacist structures of domination” (Montgomery, 2006, p. 34).  

Through the curriculum, textbooks and other resources, the subjectivities of teachers and 

students are (re)produced (Schick & St. Denis, 2005; Tupper & Cappello, 2008) and 

whiteness, white privilege, and difference continue to be normalized, naturalized and 

universalized in invisible ways that perpetuate the legacy of colonialism and continue the 

“whitewashing of our racist history” (Lund, 2006, p. 206). Deconstruction and critique of 

these educational resources, apparatuses, and practices are critical in order to “disrupt the 

recycling of hegemonic violence” (Montgomery, 2006, p. 34) if Canada and Canadians 

have any hope of working towards the actualization of their nationalist claims.  
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CHAPTER 3: ENGAGING MORE CRITICALLY WITH THE SOCIAL 
CONSTRUCT OF RACE, PROCESSES OF RACIALIZATION, AND 

WHITENESS 
 

One must critically consider the ways in which dominant discourses and discursive 

practices operate within Canadian society (and specifically within schools) to 

(re)produce and strengthen the social construct of race, processes of racialization, and 

whiteness. Through these insidious (re)constructions, the racialized nature of Canadian 

society is affirmed and (re)inscribed resulting in ongoing social, economic and political 

inequities.  Prior to such a consideration, one must examine how diversity and issues of 

inequity have been formally addressed within schools in this province, which are 

themselves microcosms of society.  

 

3.1 Formally addressing diversity and inequity in schools 

In recent years significant attention has been paid and commitments made to 

addressing both diversity and inequity within schools and school systems in 

Saskatchewan.  In an ongoing attempt to echo national discourses and policies, the 

province of Saskatchewan adopted the Saskatchewan Multicultural Act in 1974 and 

shortly thereafter implemented a multicultural education policy (Saskatchewan 

Education, 1994). Other initiatives have also been adopted to recognize and honour 

diversity and to create a more equitable environment for those racialized non-white in 

schools. As previously outlined, the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education’s Continuous 

Improvement Framework (CIF) is one such initiative. The CIF outlines key areas that are 

to be addressed by each school division in order to improve student learning outcomes. 

A key priority area is Equitable Opportunities and Outcomes for All (Government of 
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Saskatchewan, 2008). However while the province of Saskatchewan (and those involved 

in the field of education) seem committed to recognizing and honouring diversity and 

ensuring equitable opportunities and outcomes for all students, these goals have yet to be 

realized. In fact, significant disparity often exists between the educational achievements 

of students racialized white and those racialized non-white (Battiste, 2004; Nicholas, 

2001; Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2010; Statistics Canada, 2008; Wood, 2011).  

Marginalization, discrimination, and racism also continue to be a part of the lived 

realities of many students and teachers racialized as Other (Nicholas, 2001; St. Denis, 

2010; Tupper & Cappello, 2008).  

So with these policies and initiatives in place, why has the stated goal of equitable 

educational achievements for all students not been achieved? It can be argued that while 

provincial and national dominant discourses indicate a desire to have a “level playing 

field” where all students are equal, can achieve success, and can see themselves and their 

social group reflected within schools and society at large, in actuality stronger and more 

pervasive forces exist that work to protect the interests of those racialized white by 

maintaining the status quo and ensuring the dominance of whiteness.  From this 

viewpoint, attempts to teach for diversity and ensure equity (or perhaps more accurately, 

equality) (Brayboy, Castagno, & Maughan, 2007) merely reflect what Kumashiro (2000) 

has described as Education for the Other and Education about the Other. These 

approaches do not critically examine the ways in which the education system or society 

as a whole is racialized. Because of this, multicultural education and other initiatives 

aimed at teaching for diversity and equity fail to challenge dominant discourses and 

narratives (see discussion in Chapter 1).  Sullivan (2007) argues, “white people do need 
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to educate themselves about the lives and worlds of people of colour, but to effectively 

tackle racism, they also need to turn their gaze upon themselves and simultaneously 

examine the active operation of their ignorance” (p. 169).  Exposure to and critique of 

the concept of race, the racialization of individuals, the racialized nature of North 

American society and the dominance of whiteness as a powerful, fluid, evasive, 

relational, ubiquitous, organizing force within society is thus necessary (Apple, 2004b; 

Fine, 2004; Frankenberg, 1993; McLaren, 1998). In an effort to substantiate these 

claims, a closer look at the concept of race and the historical trajectory of racialized 

society is warranted.  

 

3.2 Understanding more about the social construct of race, processes of 

racialization, and whiteness 

The concept of race seems evident as early as the Age of Enlightenment and has 

continued to gain prominence within the modern era (Goldberg, 1993; Omi & Winant, 

1986; Painter, 2010).  Historically within Europe, the concept of race was often applied 

to what is now often categorized as religious, ethnic, or national collectivities (Painter, 

2010). Consequently, it was generally understood that a variety of different and distinct 

human races existed (Miles, 1989). A prevalent example of this perceived diversity 

within Western Europe specifically was the differential political, legal, economic, and 

social treatment of Irish Catholics and Anglo-Saxon Protestants (Allen, 1994; Ignatiev, 

1995; Miles, 1989).     

During European exploration of and settlement in North America, Europeans 

increasingly came into contact with Indigenous and African peoples. Within this context, 
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the concept of race (and the initial introduction of the white race) was employed as a 

means of distinguishing between and categorizing people along what appeared to be 

natural lines (Montgomery, 2005; Roediger, 1991). Race was (and still is for many) 

understood to be biologically based (Dei, 2008; Harris, 1993; Mackey, 2002; Omi & 

Winant, 1986).  The perception of shared phenotypical characteristics (like skin colour, 

hair texture, skull shape, cranial capacity) was believed to signal the existence of 

biologically determined categories or groupings of people (Miles, 1989; Montgomery, 

2005; Omi & Winant, 1986). As such, the existence of different races was understood to 

be an “objective reality tied to ideas about human type, lineage and inheritance” 

(Montgomery, 2005, p. 315).  

In addition to classifying people according to biological attributes, the concept of 

race was used to explain and justify the ranking of groups hierarchically (Miles, 1989; 

Painter, 2010). As Omi and Winant (1986) explain, it was commonly understood that all 

forms of life were arranged within a “grand hierarchy starting with inanimate objects, up 

through the lowliest forms of life, through ‘man’(sic), and culminating with God the 

Creator” (p. 59).  A commitment to this worldview led to the categorization of humans 

into different levels or gradations (Goldberg, 1993). Differences in status and inequality 

were thought to be based in nature and hence certainly justifiable due to these biological 

distinctions. In the end, this reification of race enabled people to be classified or 

categorized into groups as well as included or excluded based on what appeared to be 

inherent and natural racial characteristics (Frankenberg, 1993; Lewis, 2003; Miles, 

1989).  Through these processes of inclusion or exclusion, people were (and still are) 

either privileged or oppressed because of their perceived racial identities. 
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It is with this understanding of race that the dominant Eurocentric history of the 

United States and Canada is constructed (Miles, 1989). As previously discussed, 

Indigenous peoples are often historically characterized as primitive, mysterious, noble 

savages or alternatively, as childlike and naïve (Francis, 1992; Furniss, 1999; King 2012; 

Mackey, 2002). While few today would openly argue the biological inferiority of 

Indigenous people, it is commonly understood that this was the predominant perception 

of Europeans at the time of contact (Francis, 1992; Furniss, 1999; King, 2012; Mackey 

2002). The enslavement of African Americans in North America is also generally 

understood to be as a result of the perceived natural inferiority of those racialized black 

during this era (Allen, 1994). Discriminatory exclusions of non-white in the New World 

are also often explained as resulting from assumptions of racial inferiority (Banks, 2004; 

Frankenberg, 1993; Goldberg, 1993; McLaren, 1998). While it certainly would no longer 

be politically acceptable to speak of a “hierarchy of ‘races’” (Miles, 1989, p. 76), races 

are still assumed by many to “exist as distinct, biologically defined, collectivities” 

(Miles, 1989, p. 76).  This reification of race is of critical importance as it allows for the 

continual classification and inclusion or exclusion of peoples based on what are 

perceived as natural, fixed, inherited traits.  

While biological understandings of race persist within Canada and the United 

States, much work has been done to disrupt and critique these discourses in order to 

expose the social construction of race. As early as the 18th century, questions surfaced as 

to the adequacy of the “biological basis of race” (Omi & Winant, 1986, p. 59).   In the 

19th century, prominent German sociologist Max Weber argued the importance of social 

and political factors in racial conflict rather than the commonly accepted biological 
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explanations. Twentieth century anthropologist Franz Boas played a pivotal role in 

“rejecting the connection between race and culture, and the assumption of a continuum 

of ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ cultural groups” (Omi & Winant, 1986, p. 60). Rather than 

supporting the dominant views of racial superiority and civilization, Boas was a 

proponent of cultural relativism arguing that all knowledge is relative (Painter, 2010). 

This viewpoint severely limited the usefulness of intelligence markers as indicators of 

racial superiority (Goldberg, 2002). In the 1920s, those working within the fields of 

psychology and sociology began to move beyond biological explanations to examine the 

“subjective nature of racial differences” (Painter, 2010, p. 329) in society. Throughout 

World War II, Nazi policies and programs highlighted the prejudicial nature of 

biological explanations of race and racial hierarchies (Painter, 2010). Many geneticists 

and social scientists remain committed to social explanations of race and racism (Lewis, 

2003).  

Today, most individuals working in the physical and social sciences argue that 

“race as a biological category makes no sense” (Painter, 2010, p. 390).  In fact, following 

the recent mapping of the human genome, it was noted that:  

… race is a social concept, not a scientific one…Each person shares 99.99 percent 

of the genetic material of every other human being. In terms of variation, people 

from the same race can be more different than people from difference races. And in 

the genetic sense, all people…are African descended.” (Painter, 2010, p. 391)  

Recognizing race as a social construct enables an understanding that people are not 

naturally born into certain races. In fact, different races of people do not even exist.  

Rather, people are socially produced or categorized as a member of a particular 
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(fictitious) race; they are racialized (Frankenberg, 1993).  This act of grouping people 

into artificial categories based on perceived (usually phenotypical) similarities creates 

and sustains the illusion of fixed, biological differences between humans. As noted, the 

contemporary field of genetics does not support the use of this illusion of difference as 

an explanation and justification for treating those racialized non-white as inferior. Thus 

as Fields (1982) argues, race must be acknowledged as “a notion that is profoundly and 

in its very essence ideological” (p. 143).  

Supporting the socially constructed nature of race, Miles (1989) draws attention to 

the ways in which racial discourses use biological or somatic characteristics to signify 

additional aspects of “supposed difference between human beings” (p. 71). Through the 

signification process, biological characteristics are perceived to be indicative of, and 

therefore linked to, the existence of other cultural characteristics. People who “possess 

the signified phenotypical characteristics are assumed to possess the additional cultural 

characteristics” (Miles, 1989, p. 71). Some of these additional characteristics include 

temperament, sexuality, intelligence, and aesthetic preferences (Omi & Winant, 1986). 

However, not all characteristics are selected to signify racial identification. Hence, race 

is clearly not a natural or absolute way to divide the world’s population but rather one 

that is dependent on historically and culturally generated meanings of the human 

physiology (Miles, 1989). Processes of signification were (and still are) useful to 

Europeans racialized white in a number of ways. Not only did they help to reify the 

concept of race through the classification of people according to physical and cultural 

characteristics, they also enabled practices intent on including some while excluding 

others (Lewis, 2003; Miles, 1989).   
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In order to better understand how society came to this point in terms of racialized 

identities and subsequent social, political, economic and educational inequities, there is a 

need to disrupt and deconstruct dominant historical narratives in order to (re)examine the 

racialized processes and structures that have shaped and continue to shape racialized 

society. While dominant discourses may argue otherwise, ‘race’ as a reified concept has 

been pivotal to the structuring of modern society in both Canada and the United States.  

Many assume that from the initial point of contact, early European explorers and settlers 

were prejudicial against those they perceived to be different, specifically Indigenous and 

African peoples (Allen, 1994). Based on this assumption, the inferior treatment of non-

Europeans (including dispossession, displacement, and slavery) in the English colonies is 

understood to be merely the “institutionalization of (pre-existent) race prejudice” 

(Degler, 1959, p. 52). However, others argue that perceived physical and cultural 

differences did not automatically result in differential treatment or status in Canada and 

the United States (Allen, 1994). Citing the earliest shared experiences of Anglo and 

African Americans within North America and the development of non-oppressive 

relationships in the Caribbean and Jamaica, Allen (1994) posits that the racialization of 

populations in Canada and the United States and their subsequent differential treatment 

and status was a “deliberately contrived ruling-class policy” (p. 3).  

As Allen (1994) articulates, many people assume pre-existing racist beliefs and 

practices of early Anglo-Americans lead to the dispossession and displacement of 

Indigenous peoples and the enslavement of Africans in the New World. However, many 

historians contend these acts of marginalization and oppression (and the corresponding 

privileging of those racialized white) were actually politically, economically and socially 
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motivated (Allen, 1994; 1997; Bennett, 1975; Frankenberg, 1993; Harris, 1993; Lewis, 

2004; McLaren, 1998; Painter, 2010). Morgan (1975) argues that the Anglo ruling elite 

in the British colonies, hoping to secure their power and influence, was faced with 

significant issues in establishing order within the fledging society. This situation seemed 

to originate from the outnumbering of those in positions of power (Euro-Americans) by 

African Americans and those perceived to be the biggest threat, the “propertyless, 

discontented, poverty-ridden Euro-Americans” who were mostly former limited-term 

bonded labourers (Allen, 1994, p. 16). In order to establish order and a system of control 

over these disenchanted poor Europeans, those in positions wielding power in the 

American colonies implemented two policies (Morgan, 1975). First, to deal with the 

severe labour shortages and the failed attempts to enslave Indigenous peoples (Roediger, 

1991), Euro-Americans made a pronounced commitment to utilize lifetime bond 

labourers (primarily African American slaves) rather than the more volatile, limited-term 

white bond labourers (Morgan, 1975).  Second, in order to squash the possibility of 

united rebellions against bond-servitude, they attempted to divide the similarly 

positioned poor white Europeans from the enslaved African Americans by a “screen of 

racial contempt” (Morgan, 1975, p. 328).   

While this historical narrative is an American one, similar racialized attitudes were 

constructed in the northern British colonies in order to justify the dispossession and 

displacement of Indigenous peoples and to rationalize attempts to assimilate Indigenous 

peoples into European ways of life. While initial British approaches to signing treaties 

with First Nations are presumed to be based on, “the principle of ‘free association’” 

(Grant, 1983, p. 21), these ethnocentric agreements served to ensure the “maintenance of 
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friendly relations through continuous renewal of the contract which provided for the 

expansion of white settlement in return for sovereign protection of the ‘weaker nation’” 

(pp. 21-22).  This inequitable and paternalistic relationship was furthered through the 

Royal Proclamation of 1763 as it explicitly outlined, “the principles of land rights, 

formal surrender and Crown guardianship” of Indigenous peoples (Grant, 1983, p. 22). 

As these land surrenders continued and the reserve system was imposed, the Indian 

Department effectively and systematically took on the role of guardian of Aboriginal 

rights (Grant, 1983).  In a speech on December 31, 1873, Indian Commissioner Joseph 

Provencher epitomizes this governmental approach as he acknowledged that, “(t)reaties 

may be made with them [First Nations] simply with a view to the extinction of their 

rights, by agreeing to pay them a sum, and afterwards abandon them to themselves” (as 

cited by Frideres, 1983, p. 6).  By the early 20th century, the federal government’s 

assimilationist approaches were equally as obvious. As the deputy minister of Indian 

Affairs, Duncan Campbell Scott shared in 1920, “our object is to continue until there is 

not a single Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed into the body politic” (as cited 

by Grant, 1983, p. 34). Through these (and many other) government policies, First 

Nations peoples in Canada were (and continue to be) systematically and differentially 

racialized. 

These racialization processes included the establishment of “unprecedented civil 

and social privileges” for those racialized white (namely Europeans) (Allen, 1994, p. 14). 

This privileging of those racialized white hinged on the exclusion and denial of 

privileges for those racialized non-white (i.e. Indigenous peoples, Chinese Canadians, 

and Japanese Canadians). Even though the living conditions of many of the poor, 
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racialized white people did not change significantly as a result of the implementation of 

these privileges (and thus from those racialized non-white), the status of their 

racialization allowed them to assume a higher position in the racial hierarchy than their 

non-white counterparts (Allen, 1997; Roediger, 1991).  This political and legal inequality 

can be noted in a US Supreme Court decision in 1857. It stated “any ‘white’ man [sic], 

however degraded, was the social superior of any African-American, however cultured 

and independent in means” (as cited in Allen, 1994, p. 33).  Hence, it can be argued that 

the colour line in the United States was purposefully established and maintained by 

white people in positions of power as a way to manage heterogeneity by imposing 

racialized identities on the previously non-racialized (Du Bois, 1903; Goldberg, 2002; 

Lewis, 2003; McLaren, 1998; Omi & Winant, 1986). While the colour line may have 

originated as a deliberately contrived policy of those in positions of power, it came to be 

vehemently defended by poor, working class European immigrants. These poorer, 

working class Europeans supported this racial categorization as it constructed them as 

members of the upper echelons of the racial hierarchy and sufficiently distanced them 

from people racialized non-white (Allen, 1994; Omi & Winant, 1986; Painter, 2010; 

Roediger, 1991).  

As previously noted, the social construction of race enables the categorization and 

inclusion/exclusion of peoples along racialized lines. While people who are racialized 

white enjoy privileges based on this racialization, not all white people are elevated to the 

same status (Painter, 2010). An individual’s racial identity is only one part of larger 

social identities, although it is a significant part. For example, in the 18th century, in 

order to enjoy the benefits of citizenship within the US, one needed to own property and 



 

 

82 

pay taxes. However this economic requirement shifted to a racial one in the 19th century 

with the heightened influx of immigrants from countries other than England (Painter, 

2010). In addition to the exclusion of some based on their racialization and gender, 

others were excluded due to religious, and what are now identified as ethnic and national 

differences (Painter, 2010).  It is also critical to note that not all Europeans were (or still 

are) equally racialized white. Originally, a white racial identity was reserved for those of 

Anglo-Saxon ancestry. However over time, the categorization or racialization of people 

as white has shifted and expanded to included others in varying degrees. For example, 

Ignatiev (1995) and Painter (2010) trace the fluid and evolving racialization of Irish 

peoples in North America. The shifting nature of racial identification and consequently 

of racial exclusions speaks to the fluidity and relativity of whiteness and the 

intersectionality of different axes of domination (Allen, 1994; Frankenberg, 1993).  

While the racialized division between Anglo-Americans and African Americans is 

often traced though the history of slavery, differences were also racialized between 

Anglo-Americans and other non-Europeans. In particular, Indigenous peoples were also 

produced as non-white and thus, inferior to those racialized white. In order to rationalize 

the dispossession and displacement of the original inhabitants of Canada and the United 

States, discourses circulated constructing Indigenous peoples as “lazy”, uncivilized, 

inadequately equipped and incapable of making full use of the resources available to 

them in the New World (Roediger, 1991, p. 21). In addition to this dispossession of and 

dislocation from their historical tribal lands, Indigenous peoples suffered repeatedly 

throughout history at the hands of Europeans as their perceived inferiority was 

consistently and continually (re)established politically, legally, economically, socially 
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and educationally.  Specific examples of this marginalization and oppression will follow 

shortly. 

By the middle of the 19th century, racialized relations in North America were in a 

state of potential crisis (Goldberg, 2002). Due to the abolition of slavery, the marked 

discontent of Indigenous peoples due to their racial subjugation, and the increased 

number of European immigrants from diverse nations, the supremacy of those racialized 

white was facing increasing challenges in North America (Goldberg, 2002). If those 

wielding power hoped to strengthen and protect the racial superiority of whites and 

whiteness, new or reframed policies or state apparatuses would be needed (Goldberg, 

2002; Leonardo, 2009; Omi & Winant, 1986). It was during this era that the increasingly 

significant role of the state in institutionalizing racialized policies and thus (re)creating 

of the racial state. For example, regional governments in the United States instituted the 

Jim Crow laws which created the de jure segregation of those racialized Black. Officially 

these policies claimed to ensure a “separate but equal” status for African Americans, but 

in practice they lead to inequitable and discriminatory conditions which essentially 

amounted to the systematic imposition of political, legal, economic, social and 

educational inequalities (Painter 2010, p. 384).   

In Canada, the federal government instituted a number of policies aimed at the 

segregation and marginalization of Indigenous peoples. As previously outlined, with the 

signing of numbered treaties in Western Canada, Indigenous land title was extinguished 

and Indigenous peoples were required to relocate to reserve lands created in remote 

areas, often not the locations of choice for First Nations groups (Aboriginal Affairs and 

Northern Development Canada, 2008; Government of Canada, 1874; 1876; Miller, 
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2009). Due to additional clauses within these treaties as well as other policies 

subsequently imposed through the Indian Act of 1876, Indigenous peoples were further 

marginalized and oppressed. These injustices include, but are not limited to, the external 

imposition of racial identities and governance structures, the hindering of economic 

rights and opportunities with permit and pass systems, the significant curtailing of 

educational opportunities with inadequate and abusive residential schools, the truncation 

of family and community ties due to the removal of Indigenous children for schooling or 

for adoption by white European families, and the forced attempts to assimilate and 

supposedly civilize Indigenous peoples through the outlawing of traditional ceremonies 

(Government of Canada, 1876; Office of the Treaty Commissioner, 2002; Quinlan, 

Baldwin, Mahoney & Reed, 2008; St. Denis, 2007). There is little doubt that the 

Indigenous peoples of Canada were (and still are) constructed differently and suffered 

immensely at the hands of government-sanctioned and imposed racial policies.   

In order to more critically understand the effect of these racial policies, it is 

important to understand that the marginalization and oppression of one group enables the 

relational privileging of another.  In this case, Europeans racialized white benefitted (and 

continue to do so today) when these restrictions and conditions were imposed on Others.  

In fact, in addition to not being adversely affected by these racial policies, many 

Europeans were (and still are) privileged by the marginalization and oppression of the 

disempowered.  The political, legal, economic, social, and educational impacts of these 

inclusive/exclusive policies clearly support the continued prevalence of the racial 

hierarchy as a tool to manage and control racial heterogeneity in Canada and the United 

States near the end of the 19th century.  Goldberg (2002) characterizes the racial impact 
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of this era as he argues that, “(f)rom this point on, then,  whiteness explicitly and self-

consciously becomes a state project” (p. 176).  

 

3.3 The extension of racialization 

While African Americans and Indigenous peoples were racialized non-white in 

North America, so were many others. As previously outlined, divisions between groups 

existed within Europe prior to the exploration and settlement of Canada and the United 

States.  However, these categorizations were not drawn with specific attention to skin 

colour or other phenotypical characteristics. Rather, they were stipulated along what 

would now be categorized as religious, national, or ethnic lines (Allen, 1994; Painter, 

2010). Unfortunately these distinctions initially carried over into North America. Perhaps 

the most notable construction of difference initially transferred from Europe was the 

binary between the English who were racialized white and the Irish who were initially 

racialized non-white (Ignatiev, 1995; Painter, 2010; Roediger, 1991). In the first half of 

the 19th century, Irish immigrants fled to Canada and the United States in large numbers 

to escape their economic plight and other oppressive conditions they were experiencing 

as a result of their religious and ethnic distinction (Allen, 1994; Painter, 2010). Irish 

immigrants in North America were not initially racialized white and their economic and 

social standing did not differ significantly from other peoples who were also constructed 

as the Other (Painter, 2010).  However as previously highlighted, those in positions of 

power began to fear the growing size and might of these lower class populations in terms 

of the threat they would pose if they were to organize collectively and resist their 

economic oppression. The Irish, because of the relative whiteness of their skin and their 
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ties to Britain could more easily be absorbed into dominant white society. As a result of 

racial policies that were enacted to further marginalize and oppress African Americans, 

Indigenous peoples, and the increasing number of immigrants from non-traditional 

European sources, the Irish (as well as other immigrants from traditional European 

source nations like Germany) found themselves elevated to white status in order to 

provide an “intermediate strata” (Allen, 1994, p. 52) or middle class buffer (Allen, 1994; 

1997; Painter, 2010).  Allen (1997) notes this process of social control through racial 

division was only successful because they were able (through the implementation of 

perceived white privileges) to ensure that, “race consciousness superseded class 

consciousness” (p. 240). 

At the beginning of the 20th century in Canada, the overwhelming majority of the 

existing population originated from either Great Britain or France (Smith, McDevitt & 

Scully, 1996).  However as the years passed, an increasing number of immigrants began 

arriving from various other European nations.   Uneasy with the increasing number of 

immigrants arriving from countries other than the Western European “founding” nations 

(Bannerji, 2000; Furniss, 1999; Légaré, 1995; Mackey, 2002; Thobani, 2007), the 

Canadian government imposed restrictive immigration policies (Quinlan et al., 2008).  

For example, many Mennonites, Hutterites, and Doukhobors were refused entry on 

religious grounds. Many Japanese immigrant hopefuls were also restricted entry in the 

1920s. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1923 prevented the immigration of many Chinese 

nationals (Quinlan et al., 2008). However, in an attempt to address labour shortages, 

Canada did accept some immigrants from non-traditional European sources (Smith et al., 

1996). Often, these newcomers did not always enjoy the same rights and privileges as 
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existing British and French Canadian citizens. Painter (2010) characterizes this 

inequality as the construction of a new racial hierarchy wherein new immigrants were 

racialized non-white and stigmatized as lower class.    

Over time, the category of white racial identity in Canada and the United States 

morphed repeatedly. Following both World Wars and the economic upheaval that 

characterized the first part of the 20th century, Painter (2010) argues those in positions of 

power strove to re-establish and solidify the support of the intermediate strata (middle 

class) North Americans. The resulting (re)articulations of racial discourse became 

increasingly more sophisticated as the term race was tied even more closely to skin 

colour and other signified physical and cultural characteristics. These (re)articulations 

allowed for the recoding of diverse European collectivities as ethnic groups thereby 

permitting their inclusion within the white racial identity. This “(e)nlargement of 

American whiteness” (Painter, 2010, p. 107) through the inclusion of many previously 

racialized non-white further connected nationalist notions to racial ones (Harris, 1993).  

Capitalizing on the intensified “condemnation of intolerance” (Painter, 2010, p. 

361) following the Second World War, policies emphasizing inclusion also began to 

abound.   For example, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948 (United 

Nations, 1948), the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial 

Discrimination 1969, and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 1966 

(Government of Canada, 1988) were adopted internationally. As a result of the official 

sanctioning of these policies, nations (and their citizenry) were (and still are) able to 

discursively reproduce themselves to be accepting and respectful of diversity yet they 

were (and still are) required to do little to fundamentally challenge existing power 



 

 

88 

structures and inequities. Thus while these policies present an image of inclusion and 

tolerance, in practice they continued to allow for the creation and protection of racialized 

identities as well as racial hierarchies under a guise of tolerance and neutrality (St. Denis, 

2011).  

In step with these international policies, there appeared to be an increased 

recognition of and tolerance for diversity in Canada. Although the country would 

officially recognize some diversity within its national borders, many public policies were 

ultimately aimed at the continual management and control of diversity (Mackey, 2002; 

St. Denis, 2011; Thobani, 2007). The adoption of the Citizenship Act 1947 stands as one 

such example as it conferred Canadian citizenship status on “all Canadians, whether or 

not they had been born in Canada” (Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 2006, para. 

10). In reality, citizenship remained a privilege that was unequally granted and thus 

continued to elude many. For example, non-British citizenship hopefuls needed to reside 

in Canada for a minimum of 5 years prior to their application, whereas British subjects 

and veterans of the First or Second World War were able to apply after only one year.  

Additionally, twenty years of residency was equated to knowledge of either English or 

French. This policy overtly privileged those from France or Britain while marginalizing 

individuals from other nations (Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 2006).  

In response to the recommendations of the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and 

Biculturalism, the government of Canada enacted the Official Languages Act in 1969 

(Department of Justice Canada, 2009). This policy is often cited as evidence of the 

bilingual nature of Canada.  In actuality, this legislation created English and French as 

the official languages of Canada, which led to the official privileging of these languages 
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at the expense of others. Once examined more critically, the Official Languages Act of 

1969 can be identified as another example of a “deliberately contrived ruling-class 

policy” (Allen, 1994, p. 3) intent on the racialization of individuals in order to support 

the inclusion and privileging of some through the exclusion and marginalizing of others.  

Perhaps most commonly cited when talking about diversity in Canada is the 

official multicultural policy adopted by the Trudeau government in 1971 (Nicholas, 

2001; Schick & St. Denis, 2005; St. Denis, 2011; Thobani, 2007). While this federal 

policy recognizes and supposedly honours diversity within Canada, others argue that in 

fact this policy merely neutralizes diversity by severely limiting the ways in which 

difference is legitimately defined or can be expressed (Bannerji, 2000; Légaré, 1995; 

Mackey, 2002; St. Denis, 2011; Thobani, 2007). Therefore while Canada officially 

honours and respects diversity through these and many national and provincial policies 

(like entrenchment of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms in the Constitution Act of 

1982), the continued privileging of English and French languages and those who speak 

them (historically those from western Europe), simultaneously privileges those racialized 

white under the auspice of racial neutrality. The resulting national discourses of 

multiculturalism, equality, meritocracy, and colour blindness camouflage the structuring 

forces of whiteness and encourage individuals to remain ignorant of the racialized nature 

of Canadian society.  

Through a critical examination of the social construct of race and the racialized 

history of both Canadian and American society, it becomes increasingly clear individuals 

are politically and legally racialized white or non-white, and thereby included and 

privileged or excluded and marginalized. As Goldberg (2002) identifies, within the 
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modern era “(r)acial identity is conceived, authored, promoted and legitimated in good 

part by state action and speech” (p. 161).  Through the creation and implementation of 

public policies, the encoding of these principles into law, and their enforcement by and 

through the courts, the racial order characterized by institutional exclusions is established 

and sustained (Goldberg, 2002; Omi & Winant, 1986).  Several specific examples of 

these racialized and institutionalized exclusions have been noted, like the Jim Crow laws 

in regions of the United States, the negotiated treaties and subsequent Indian Act in 

Canada, and the extremely restrictive immigration policies in both nations.  

 

3.4 The permeation of racialization  

While the establishment of racial identities and racial order through political and 

legal processes has been noted, processes of racialization and related privileging or 

marginalizing are also intimately tied to material or economic consequences (Brayboy et 

al., 2007). As previously noted, the origin of processes of racialization in Canada and the 

United States was largely economically motivated. In order to establish control over 

labour in the colonial era, individuals in positions of power (and hence enjoying the 

privilege conferred by the racialized system) perpetuated conditions and processes that 

enabled the (re)establishment of hierarchies based on race (Allen, 1994, Miles, 1989).   

These inclusionary or exclusionary conditions and practices were “premised on the need 

to allocate scarce resources and services and therefore involved decisions of worth or 

eligibility” (Miles, 1989, p. 77). As described, the enslavement of African Americans 

and the dispossession and dislocation of Indigenous peoples from their land due to a 

perceived racial inferiority had obvious and immediate material consequences.  Harris 
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(1993) argues that while whiteness was originally constructed as a racial identity, it has 

“evolved into a form of property” (p. 1709). As soon as racial identity was constructed as 

a justification for enslavement, “race and economic domination were fused” (Harris, 

1993, p. 1718). Harris (1993) proceeds to explain that as the colour white was associated 

with freedom and the colour black with slavery, “whiteness became a shield from 

slavery, a highly volatile and unstable form of property” (p. 1720) wherein whiteness 

became “a line of protection and demarcation from the potential threat of 

commodification”  (p. 1721).  

In addition to this protection from slavery, those racialized white enjoyed many 

other significant economic advantages such as higher wages, the right to own land, to 

enter into and be apprenticed in certain trades, to form unions, to move about freely, to 

learn to read and write, and to bear arms as a result of their racial identities (Allen, 1994; 

1997; Roediger, 1991). Addressing contemporary economic forces in the United States, 

McLaren (1998) identifies the role of the economic policies of the state and big 

businesses in the continual privileging of those racialized white at the expense of those 

otherwise racialized.  Premised on the dominant liberal discourses of colour-blindness 

and meritocracy, current reactionary positions and policies that propose the dismantling 

of affirmative action and other equity programs as well as many other social welfare 

initiatives merely serve to protect the hegemonic status quo and ensure white normativity 

(Giroux, 1997b; Kincheloe, 1999).  

As well, as these political, legal, and economic rights and advantages conferred on 

those racialized white, Du Bois (1935) notes the “public and psychological wage” 

(Roediger, 1991, p. 12) awarded in the form of status and very real social advantages. He 
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describes some of the privileges granted to those racialized white in the early 20th 

century. 

They were given public deference…because they were white. They were 

admitted freely, with all classes of white people, to public functions (and) public 

parks…The police were drawn from their ranks and the courts, dependent on their 

votes, treated them with leniency…Their votes selected public officials and while 

this had small effect upon the economic situation, it had great effect upon their 

personal treatment…White schoolhouses were the best in the community, and 

conspicuously placed, and cost anywhere from twice to ten times colored schools.   

(Du Bois, 1935, pp. 700-701) 

 

3.5 Ongoing processes of racialization in and through education 

While the racialized nature of society can be identified as constructed by and 

through political, legal, economic and social forces and structures, education and 

schooling practices also contribute to this process. In fact, one might argue that the field 

of education has the most extensive opportunity to contribute to racialization processes 

based on its access to young people. Lewis (2003) argues that schools are “one of the 

central institutions involved in the drawing and redrawing of racial lines” (p. 284). While 

schools usually do not offer specific classes in racial identity, they do provide a place 

where people “acquire some versions of the ‘rules of racial classification’ (Omi & 

Winant, 1994, p. 60) and of their own racial identity” (Lewis, 2003, p. 284).  These 

understandings are developed through the interaction of a variety of factors and forces, 

including: what is included (and excluded) in the formal and lived curriculum as well as 
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within textbooks, videos, and other resources (Apple, 1993; 2004a; 2004b; Howard, 

2003; King, 1991; Kumashiro, 2001; Labercane & Griffith, 1995; Leonardo, 2004; 2002; 

Lund, 2006; Montgomery, 2006; 2005; Schick & St. Denis, 2005; Smith, 2001; Sullivan, 

2007; Tupper & Cappello, 2008); teachers’ experiences, understandings, and motivations 

(Bailey, 2007; de Freitas & McAuley, 2008; Fine, 2004; Goldstein, 2001; Kailin, 1999; 

Kanu, 2005; Leonardo, 2004; Lund, 2006; Picower, 2009; Schick, 2000; Sleeter, 2005; 

Solomon et al., 2005; Thompson, 2003); instructional and assessment beliefs and 

practices (Blair, 2008; Kincheloe, 1999; King, 1991; Leonardo, 2004; Mills, 2007; 

Montgomery 2008; Thompson, 2003); large system policies and directives like 

standardization, high stakes testing, formal/informal segregation, and hiring practices 

(Apple, 2004b; Blair, 2008; Brayboy et al., 2007; Fine, 2004; Leonardo, 2004; Lewis, 

2003; Montgomery, 2008); and interracial interactions (Lewis, 2003).  

Presumably, students’ (as well as teachers’) understandings of the social construct 

of race and processes of racialization (as well as whiteness and many other racialized 

concepts and forces) are influenced by what they experience both formally and 

informally within schools. Given that much (if not most) of Western schooling is steeped 

in Anglo-American epistemology and therefore heavily influenced by masculine, white, 

middle-class, Christian, individualistic ideals and principles (McCarthy, Giardina, 

Harewood, & Park, 2005; Mills, 2007; Smith, 2001), educational practices and processes 

perpetuate these understandings and ways of knowing. Thus, mainstream educational 

institutions often work to acculturate young people through the perpetuation of the status 

quo. Within schools (as within society at large), the social construct of race and the 

processes of racialization remain largely unproblematized while social conditions and 
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inequities continue to be promoted and accepted as part of the normal, commonsensical 

and legitimate social order (Montgomery, 2005).   Consequently, some argue that current 

educational systems and institutions are fundamentally shaped by and through acts of 

imperialism, colonialism, and assimilation (Brayboy et al., 2007; Chrisholm, 1994; 

Cleary & Peacock, 1998; Frideres & Gadacz, 2008; Nicholas, 2001; Tompkins, 2002). 

As Nicholas (2001) maintains: 

colonialism is not something that existed only at the time that Canada was a 

colony of either France or Great Britain; but rather, that it has continued into the 

present, not only as a political ideology ordering relations between Native and 

immigrant nations but also as the primary ideology underlying… education. (p. 

10) 

Similarly, Thompkins (2002) points out, “schools themselves are embedded in larger 

systems that privilege certain students, certain knowledge, certain ways of being - at the 

expense of other students, other knowledge, other ways of being in the world” (p. 408). 

Therefore, by not critically discussing issues of race or processes of racialization in 

schools, we are not only allowing, but also endorsing the status quo and thereby 

permitting “savage inequalities” to exist (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 47; Kozol, 

1991).   

In addition to macro processes of racialization, these processes occur everyday at 

the personal or micro-level (Fine, 2004; Omi & Winant, 1986).  Similar to the outcomes 

of the macro-level processes already examined, Fine (2004) and Lewis (2003) note these 

“micropractices” (Fine, 2004, p. 254) also enable those racialized white to enjoy the 

benefits or privileges of inclusion at the expense of the exclusion of those racialized non-
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white. While at the macro-level, Omi and Winant (1986) see race as “a matter of 

collectivity” (p. 67), at the micro-level, race is understood to be “a matter of 

individuality” (p. 66) as the ways in which one is racialized directly and critically affects 

the formation of his or her identity. For example, racialization influences “the ways in 

which we understand ourselves and interact with others, the structuring of our practical 

activity – in work and family, as citizens and as thinkers” (Omi & Winant, 1986, p. 66-

67).  

Some of the ways in which individuals are racialized at the micro-level are as a 

direct result of “racial etiquette” (Omi & Winant, 1986, p. 62) existing within Canadian 

society. By and through flexible, evolving, ubiquitous “interpretative codes and racial 

meanings” (Omi & Winant, 1986, p. 62), we learn how to perceive our racialization as 

well as our racialized society which significantly influences how we can and do present 

ourselves within our world.  Lewis (2003) examines processes that result in “everyday 

race-making” (p. 283) within three American schools. While recognizing the importance 

of self-identification, Lewis (2003) acknowledges that perhaps even more critical are 

externally imposed racial ascriptions based on perceptions and assumptions of skin 

colour, language or behaviour that are negotiated through interpersonal interactions. 

Specifically acknowledging that processes of racialization are relational, influenced by 

systemic factors and vary according to time, place, and context, she traces the everyday 

interactions involved in the creation, reproduction and resistance of racial boundaries and 

how they result in “systems of social inclusion and exclusion” (p. 287). Fine (2004) 

examines the ways in which students were racialized within two American schools and 

how these identifications led to the accumulation of “deficits” for those racialized non-
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white and to the related accumulation of “merit” or “intelligence” (p. 245) for those 

racialized white. Specifically, Fine (2004) observes how “whiteness was produced (at the 

personal or micro-level) through the exclusion and denial of opportunity of people of 

colour” (p. 248) due to the beliefs and actions of schools’ administration and “seemingly 

race-neutral politics and practices” (p. 248).  What becomes increasingly clear 

throughout the examinations of both macro and micro processes of racialization is that 

while one’s positioning will undoubtedly affect his/her understanding of race and the 

racialized nature of society, all people are racial subjects (Frankenberg, 1993; Lewis, 

2004).  

An examination of the social construct of race, the historical trajectory of 

racialized Canadian and American societies, and some of the processes of racialization 

helps to make sense of ways in which whiteness has been historically produced as the 

dominant racial category. However, there is still room to contemplate the ways in which 

whiteness has been able so effectively maintained its dominance within contemporary 

North American society which purports to be based on principles of equality, justice and 

neutrality. Intimately connected to this issue is the need to have a thoroughly developed 

understanding of whiteness.  Many have noted that it is difficult to reach such a nuanced 

understanding of whiteness as its’ elusive, varied, fluid, and historically contingent 

nature is particularly difficult to disentangle from its intersections with class, gender, 

sexuality and other axes of domination and its intimate association with power (Brayboy 

et al., 2007; Kincheloe, 1999). Frankenberg’s (1993) conception of whiteness is often 

cited by those attempting to come to terms with its complexity. She recognizes whiteness 
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as the racial force that structures the lives of those racialized white. Specifically, 

whiteness is viewed as:  

a location of structural advantage, of race privilege. Second, it is a ‘standpoint,’ a 

place from which white people look at ourselves, at others, and at society. Third, 

‘whiteness’ refers to a set of cultural practices that are usually unmarked and 

unnamed. (Frankenberg, 1993, p. 1)  

Therefore, whiteness is understood to be a socially constructed and mediated racialized 

category that is “institutionalized and internalized as the ‘natural’ or ‘normal’ way of 

being” (Montgomery, 1999, p. 10). As more than just a diverse and complex racial 

identity, whiteness acts as an extraordinarily effective organizing principle or ideology 

that fundamentally shapes Canadian society in ways that privilege those racialized white 

at the expense of those racialized non-white (Blair, 2008; Earick, 2009; James, 2007).  

Fundamental to the historical creation and the continuing dominance of whiteness, 

is its relational quality which was (and still is) facilitated by and through the process of 

racializing the Other or the development of racial dichotomies (Apple, 2004b; Goldberg, 

1993; Miles, 1989; Mills, 2007; Painter, 2010; Roediger, 1991; Winant, 2004). As Lewis 

(2003) posits, racializations (and hence, whiteness) are produced through the 

construction of the “racial Other” (p. 284) and are subsequently maintained and defended 

through overt as well as covert “policing of racial boundaries” (p. 286). Those racialized 

white are often most prominently racially defined as not black (or not another racialized 

identity) (Lewis, 2004; McLaren, 1998; Miles, 1989). This creation of a racialized 

continuum facilitates the development of racial hierarchies and systems of dominance 

through the inclusion of some and the exclusion of others (Frankenberg, 1993; Golberg, 
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1993; Harris, 1993; Lewis, 2003; McLaren, 1998; Mills, 2007).  Critical to the 

camouflaging of whiteness, people racialized white are encouraged to deny or ignore this 

interdependency between their privileged positions and the subordinated position of 

Others (Caouette & Taylor, 2007; Lewis, 2004). Rather than recognizing how an 

oppressed Other is needed to support the privileged position of whites, people racialized 

white are taught to view the marginalization of Others as unrelated to their own positions 

or experiences. Hence, the marginalization and oppression of racialized Others are often 

examined as disconnected realities from the lives of those racialized white. Whiteness 

thus works elusively to structure and maintain the racialized hierarchy within society all 

the while camouflaging that it is “parasitically co-produced” (Schick & St. Denis, 2005, 

p. 304).  

Despite its ubiquity, whiteness is a “rarely recognized, component of white racial 

identity and domination” (Giroux, 1997a, p. 290).  Instead, whiteness is centered as the 

“constitutive norm” (Mills, 2007, p. 25), the status quo (Harris, 1993), or the core culture 

(Mackey, 2002). Invisibly and silently, whiteness continues to circulate unnoticed and 

unexamined (Apple, 2004b; Frankenberg, 1993; Frideres, 2007; James, 2007; Lewis, 

2004; McIntosh, 1998; McLaren, 1998). Dyer (1997) notes that while those racialized 

non-white are considered raced, those racialized white “are just people” (p. 1). Dyer 

(1997) recognizes that “(t)here is no more powerful position than that of being ‘just’ 

human. The claim to power is the claim to speak for the commonality of humanity” (p. 

2). Fusco agrees that to ignore whiteness “is to redouble its hegemony by naturalizing it” 

(as cited in Roediger, 1991, p. 6). For example, instead of explaining many of the lived 

experiences in Canadian society as racialized, people racialized white are conditioned to 
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attribute their own privileges and successes as well as the marginalization and oppression 

of others to individual, cultural, or socio-economic differences (Comeau, 2007; Lewis, 

2004; Schick & St. Denis, 2005). By not questioning or remaining dysconscious of their 

own racialization and the racialized nature of Canadian society (King, 1991), people 

racialized white actually protect whiteness and its (re)structuring discourses from 

exposure.  

Informed by grand narratives of colonialism, imperialism, Western Enlightenment, 

capitalism and others (Berry, 2007; Carr & Lund, 2007; Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1998), 

whiteness is shaped by and through discourses, structuring devices (Berry, 2007), or 

strategies of symbolic construction (Thompson, 1990) to remain centralized (the status 

quo) and consequently to privilege those racialized white and oppress those racialized 

non-white. These structuring, flexible and fluid liberal discourses circulate to transmit 

the truths or common sense understandings of the dominant group (Gramsci, 1971). In 

particular, and as previously noted, in Canada, these discourses include liberal 

multiculturalism and its’ related claims of meritocracy, neutrality, objectivity, and 

colourblindness (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Meritocratic discourses or claims that 

all people are capable of experiencing equal levels of success with equal levels of work 

and diligence, continue to further camouflage and protect the racialized nature of society. 

To claim that society is neutral and objective is to fail to account for the systemic or 

institutional factors that have structured racial understandings and experiences 

throughout history. This “great denial” (Kincheloe, 2008, p. 10) enables those racialized 

white to misrepresent their capabilities. As Tompkins (2002) articulates, as one 

racialized white, “I was born on third base – but I was told I had hit a triple” (p. 414). 
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While people who are racialized white may not have personally endeavoured to construct 

a racialized society, its ongoing perpetuation and (re)inscription occurs daily through the 

maintenance of the status quo.   

Colourblind discourses encourage people to ignore or look past race, ethnicity, or 

cultural background and treat everyone the same. However ignoring or looking past 

one’s racialization does not actually neutralize its influence on individuals or society at 

large. Rather, issues of race and the racialized nature of society are merely subverted 

from the public agenda existing beyond the realm of public acknowledgement. 

Consequently, those racialized white are encouraged to explain away inequity or 

discrimination as non-racial in nature rather than critically examining the forces that 

enable them to maintain positions of power and privilege at the expense of Others 

(Earick, 2009). Without this disruption and critique, the status quo is protected and 

whiteness continues to exist as the norm or as a neutral state (Goodman, 2001; Kincheloe 

& Steinberg, 1998; Kumashiro, 2001; Lindo, 2007). By failing to address the social 

construct of race and the continuing saliency of the racialized nature of Canadian society, 

multicultural discourses and claims of meritocracy, neutrality, objectivity, and 

colourblindness merely serve as “camouflages” (Tate, 1997, p. 235) to mask the 

marginalization and oppression of those racialized non-white and to enable the continual 

privileging of those racialized white.  

Also fundamental to the dominance of whiteness is its ability to change or adapt as 

situations demand it. As Lewis (2004) noted, “racial meanings and boundaries are not 

fixed” (p. 625).  Instead, as white racial identities or other aspects of whiteness are 

challenged, they adapt or morph in ways that seem to address inequalities and oppression 
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but ultimately serve merely to conserve the power or dominance of whiteness. Parenti 

(1996) captures this elusive fluidity as he recognizes that “when change threatens to rule, 

then rules are changed” (p. 266). A specific example of the flexibility and adaptability of 

whiteness can be seen in the 20th century. Due to the exposure of the racially-motivated 

atrocities of the Second World War, the tremendous influx of immigrants from non-

traditional sources, the increased demand for greater power and control for non-English 

and other minority populations within Canada, and the increase of racial consciousness 

following the Civil Rights movement, whiteness and the racialized nature of society was 

under attack (Bannerji, 2000; Légaré, 1995; Painter, 2010). In an attempt to address 

these challenges without disrupting the status quo or surrendering the supremacy of 

whiteness in Canada, the government adopted bilingual and multicultural policies. These 

policies conveyed the illusion of recognizing and honouring diversity while in essence 

they merely served as a “diffusing or a muting device” (Bannerji, 2000, p. 9) for these 

claims. As McLaren (1998) posits, whiteness “solders fugitive, break-away discourses 

and re-hegemonizes them” (p. 283). 

This example illustrates the ways in which whiteness is a shifting, slippery 

category or ideology, and how it adapts and morphs when challenged or contested to 

ensure its own relevance and survival (Brayboy et al., 2007; Kincheloe, 1999; Leonardo, 

2002).  It is also important to recognize that whiteness is not a “unified ideological 

formation but is a multifaceted collective phenomenon resulting from the relationship 

between the self and the ideological discourse that are constructed out of the surrounding 

local and global cultural terrain” (McLaren, 1998, p. 282).  Due to the contextual and 

historically situated nature of whiteness, it appears differently in diverse times and places 
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but common to all expressions and embodiments of whiteness is its oppressive and 

marginalizing tendencies. As Roediger (1991) articulates, “it is not merely that whiteness 

is oppressive and false; it is that whiteness is nothing but oppressive and false” (p. 13).   

In light of this, before any significant progress can be made towards equity and 

justice within schools and the field of education, there needs to be thorough and 

extensive exposure and critique of the social construct of race, the racialization of 

individuals, the racialized nature of Canadian society, and the dominance of whiteness. 

Attempting to address issues of inequity and marginalization without disrupting the 

status quo (including the macro-level and micro-level forces that racialize both people 

and institutions) will undoubtedly continue to have limited, if any, success. As a result, 

the dominance of whiteness and those racialized white will continue amid superficial 

liberal claims of the fair, neutral, and equal nature of Canadian society. 
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CHAPTER 4: INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH INQUIRY AND 

METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Introduction to the research inquiry 

This project has been informed by Critical Race theory and related approaches to 

critical race studies and it has been conceptualized as a qualitative study framed by 

ethnographic and autoethnographic elements. While the ultimate goal of any research 

informed by Critical Race theory is transformational change that empowers racialized 

Others and results in a more equitable society, there are many steps necessary in working 

toward this goal. More specifically, research that explores existing inequities, 

racialization, and oppression, particularly in the context of schools and classroom 

practices, needs to be conducted in order to add to and extend the current body of 

research discussed in the introduction to this research study. Consequently, this research 

inquiry, framed through a CRT lens is an attempt to better appreciate the ways in which 

students who are racialized white perceive their racialization and its connections to 

privilege, and how I, as their racialized white teacher perceive my own racialization. 

How I contribute to and am implicated in the students’ perceptions of power, privilege, 

the social construct of race, and processes of racialization is central to this inquiry.  

As is often the case in ethnographic research, I need to acknowledge that it was 

necessary to take a flexible approach to the focus of my study (Goldbart & Hustler, 

2005; Walsh, 2004).  Initially, I intended to focus solely on the understandings of 

students who are racialized white. However, as I began to make discoveries in the field, I 

became increasingly aware of the interplay between students who are racialized white 

and those who are racialized non-white. As the study progressed, it became more and 
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more obvious that students’ perceptions of their racialization were being co-constructed 

through the interactions with their peers. Hence, it was pertinent to include the shared 

perceptions of willing student participants who are racialized non-white as these 

understandings certainly helped to shape our classroom conversations.    

The students involved in this research project were considered to be white if they 

self-identified this way. While I assume students who are racialized white will be able to 

identify that they are most often racialized in this way, I am not sure of the ways in 

which they perceive their whiteness or if they even give any significant thought to this 

racialization, particularly in light of colorblind discourses that shape normative 

understandings for those racialized white. One way to approach this type of research 

might have been to examine what is included (and what is not) in the social studies 

curricula or the ways in which pedagogical practices are implemented in a classroom 

with the hope of inferring how these factors influence students’ understandings of their 

racialization.  However, these influences would only represent some of the contributing 

factors.  I also need to be cognizant of the lived experiences, prior understandings, and 

contexts of the students’ lives, recognizing the influence these forces have and will have 

on the students’ perceptions of their racialization. Consequently, as a result of the 

subjective nature of reality, it is critical to examine the students’ perceptions rather than 

only what I might infer from a study of the curricula and resources.  

As part of this more nuanced appreciation of students’ perceptions of their 

racialization, I was particularly interested to discover what connections students who are 

racialized white make between their racialization and any privileges they may enjoy as a 

result of this inherited, but socially constructed trait. Did they see any relationship 
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between being racialized white and receiving unearned privileges or did they merely 

mimic dominant discourses espousing the neutrality of Canadian society? The purpose of 

this portion of the inquiry then was to develop my awareness of how students understand 

the ways in which they live their racialization. If greater awareness of the ways in which 

racialized white high school students perceive their racialization and its connections to 

privilege is possible, teachers can better understand if/how these perceptions further 

(re)inscribe dominant discourses and the status quo in schools and in society and what 

conditions may be necessary to disrupt these.  

I conducted this research in a senior social studies classroom because this course is 

a Canadian Studies course.  As a Canadian Studies course, Social Studies 30 examines 

Canadian society historically and contemporarily. The course includes units dealing with 

themes of change and culture in Canada. These areas of study involve examinations of 

the initial contact and ensuing relationship between the Indigenous peoples of Canada 

and British and French Canadians as well as the role of immigration in Canada. I wanted 

to conduct this research in my classroom during these particular units as they usually 

evoke multiple discussions with regard to race and (in)equity as well as the 

contemporary nature of our society.  

Social Studies 30 is one of the three social science options available to senior high 

school students in Saskatchewan (One 30-level social science credit is necessary for high 

school matriculation). The other two options include Native Studies 30 and History 30. I 

chose not to conduct my research within a Native Studies classroom because I believe 

that white students enrolled in a Native Studies course are likely more willing to engage 

with diversity at least to some degree. While I do not have empirical research to support 
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this claim, I make it nonetheless based on my own observations and conversations with 

colleagues. In addition to a Native Studies course, most high schools in this urban centre 

offer either Social Studies 30 or History 30 but not usually both. While history is 

statistically more popular, with 53% of Saskatchewan students enrolled in history 

courses as compared to 20% in social studies courses, (Tupper & Cappello, 2008), I 

situated this inquiry in my social studies classroom because it is the class that often 

bridges the historical and contemporary realms more effectively. As a result, I hoped 

conversations would be more likely to include students’ own perceptions and 

experiences with race and privilege today.   

In the second part of this study, I focus on how I contribute to or am implicated in 

students’ perceptions of their racialization and its connections to privilege. As a 

racialized white, female, middle-class teacher, I bring my own perceptions and 

understandings of whiteness into the classroom. While I have limited experience in the 

area of critiquing and deconstructing the role of whiteness, I certainly cannot claim to 

have a complete understanding of the influence of this illusive and fluid force on myself, 

those racialized non-white (or white), my classroom or Canadian society as a whole. In 

fact, as Thompson (2003) reminds us: 

because our own investments in Whiteness are far less visible to us [whites], we 

often write and talk as if racism and whiteness were problems we could solve 

through pedagogy…we may not believe that we are exempt – we may know better 

– but we tend to act as if we believe it. (p. 10) 

Consequently, a fundamental part of this study is a self-reflexive, autoethnographic 

piece in which I examined my own assumptions, understandings, and biases as they have 
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developed in part due to my own racialization and positionality. Reflecting on my 

experiences as a racialized white person, student, and teacher helps me to better 

understand and deconstruct some of the assumptions, understandings and biases and the 

roles they play in the construction of my own sense of self, and what and how I teach. 

Therefore it is critical that I also consider the ways in which my pedagogical 

understandings and practices contribute to or influence the students’ understandings of 

their racialization and its connections to privilege. Following the advice of Kumashiro 

(2000) who cites the work of Britzman (1998), educators need to consider the “ways in 

which what we do not consciously know (and what we desire not to know) influences our 

teaching practices” (p. 46).  

 

4.1.1 The research site: MacKenzie Road Collegiate 

MacKenzie Road Collegiate is the second largest high school in the urban centre in 

which this research took place. The school had an enrollment of approximately 1100 

students and a teaching staff of nearly 65. MacKenzie Road offers a comprehensive 

grade 9-12 program complete with accelerated programming in the arts and mathematics. 

Post-secondary classes are also offered at the school in conjunction with the local 

university and the local technical institute. In addition to accelerated programming, 

MacKenzie Road houses a variety of programs for students with cognitive and learning 

challenges. Outside of the classroom, students at MacKenzie Road can access in excess 

of 60 extra-curricular activities, including sports, the arts, and a variety of clubs.     

MacKenzie Road Collegiate has served mainly a middle class, suburban 

neighbourhood in this urban centre for the past fifteen years. According to Statistics 
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Canada, approximately 83% of the population of this area enjoys full to part time 

employment (MacKenzie Road Collegiate, 20116). The Regina Neighborhood Profile 

(2005) cites the average family income in this area to be approximately $93,000 a year 

with the incidence of low-income families being around 3 percent. While the school’s 

boundaries are open and hence students from anywhere within the city limits can attend 

this educational institution, approximately 75% of the student body resides in the 

immediate area which is, in general, an economically prosperous, and growing region of 

the city (MacKenzie Road Collegiate, 2011).   

The research participants in this study were volunteers from one of the two Social 

Studies 30 courses I taught in the fall of 2011. One class had 30 students and was offered 

immediately before lunch (from 10:59 to 11:56) while the other included 28 students and 

occupied the last period of the day (from 2:17 to 3:14). Specific students were registered 

for each of the classes mainly through computer selection. While this might imply a 

completely random selection, this was not always the case. Once the students have 

chosen their course options, the computer then generates a timetable for them that will 

meet most of their requirements and will result in the least amount of scheduling 

conflict.  Often this means that if one course that is offered multiple times throughout the 

day (i.e. Social Studies 30) is in direct conflict with a course only offered once (i.e. 

Calculus 30 or Physics 30), the students who opt to take this one-time-only single course 

are then automatically filtered into a different multiple-times-a-day class. At times, this 

                                                 
6 Although this is an actual school document, I have chosen to use the research 
pseudonym for the school in an effort to ensure some degree of anonymity. I recognize 
that this cannot be guaranteed because of the size of the urban centre in which the study 
was conducted.  
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can have a brain-draining effect on the classes that are offered multiple-times-a-day. 

Additionally, there seems to have been an increasing trend for students to re-arrange 

their timetables in order to drop courses that are scheduled later in the day so the students 

can work more hours outside of school at their part-time jobs. Of course, there is also the 

desire of students to be in classes with their close friends or a preferred teacher.  While 

this practice is officially frowned upon, timetables are often switched to accommodate 

these types of requests. Hence, while the computer program appears to assign students to 

classes randomly, multiple factors affect the make-up of each group of students. 

Regardless of the particular reasons, in the fall of 2011, the two Social Studies 30 

classes I taught were decidedly different in character. While there is clear and 

appreciative recognition of the diversity within any group of students, it is also 

recognized that often a group of people will take up or develop a particular persona, 

mentality or common traits as a group (Zimbardo, 2013). This seemed to be very much 

the case with these two groups of students. Many students within the morning group 

seemed to have a deeper understanding of issues facing Canada and the world. There 

were significantly more students in this group who seemed motivated to contemplate 

topics and delve into issues and discussions than their afternoon counterparts.  By 

comparison, many of the students in the afternoon cohort had a very limited 

understanding of Canada and some of the issues faced by Canadians. In addition to what 

appeared to be higher levels of motivation and interest, students in the morning class also 

appeared to be more able to effectively read and engage with the course material and to 

make multiple connections.  While I continually tried to engage both groups of students 

in similar issues and levels of thinking, it became increasingly clear that many of the 
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students in the afternoon group did not have the prior understandings or experiences 

needed to enable them to engage as effectively as the morning group. As may be 

expected, there were often considerable issues with engagement as many students 

appeared disinterested, disconnected, or lacking in motivation. We spent considerably 

more time delving into particular readings than was necessary with the other group of 

students. By the end of the semester, the disparity of the groups’ final marks reflected 

my observations. The morning group had a class average of approximately 73% while 

the average of the afternoon group was about 64%. 

Before I oversimplify and reify the character of these two groups, I need to note 

that there was also obvious diversity within each group. Within both cohorts, some 

students experienced significant academic success. Twelve morning students received a 

final grade of over 80% with five achieving over 90%. By comparison in the afternoon 

group, four students received a final grade over 80% with one only student achieving a 

mark over 90%. The seven students who agreed to be research participants in the 

morning cohort had a combined average of 86% while the three students in the afternoon 

group had a combined average of 74%.  There also seemed to be significantly more 

individuals in the morning class who appeared genuinely interested in issues related to 

Canada, Canadians, and the world at large. This interest was enacted in stark contrast to 

behaviours demonstrated by the afternoon group as the morning students regularly 

appeared to be more thoroughly engaged, intrigued, and motivated to work with and 

through course topics.   

The morning cohort certainly contained some less-academically inclined students; 

however, these students often appeared to be capable of the work but just not motivated 
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or interested. My challenges were more related to engaging these students with high 

interest, relevant material. While these challenges absolutely existed within the afternoon 

cohort, even when students appeared to be relatively engaged it was necessary to spend 

significantly more time definitively and deliberately exploring readings and connecting 

the topics or issues. I also experienced significantly more classroom climate and 

management issues that needed to be addressed with the afternoon cohort than I did with 

the morning group.  It became obvious to me based on informal conversations with 

students that if given the option, many in the afternoon group would not have voluntarily 

taken the Social Studies 30 course. While this may have also been the case with the 

morning cohort, students did not share this with me the way the afternoon group did. 

While the academic abilities and attitudes of all the students in each of these cohorts is 

not critical to this ethnographic study, it is necessary to keep in mind how other students 

and the co-constructed classroom environment might have influenced their level of 

understanding and engagement with issues of whiteness and its related privilege.  

 

4.1.2 My story at MacKenzie Road 

Critical to this reflection on the makeup, attitude, and abilities of the two groups of 

students, is the contemplation of my role in the on-going evolution of the class climate 

and our time and experiences together. Prior to the beginning of the fall of 2011, I had 

taught at MacKenzie Road Collegiate for just over eleven years. Although I had 

previously spent three years teaching overseas (in England and Australia), my teaching 

career started in earnest at MacKenzie Road. My initial years at the school involved 

teaching a variety of subject areas at different levels. Because the school was still within 
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its first few years of operation, I was fortunate to meet and develop strong professional 

and personal relationships with a group of peers as we all struggled through similar 

stages in our careers as well as our personal lives. During these first years of teaching, 

my curricular and extra-curricular experiences at MacKenzie Road Collegiate quite 

quickly dominated many other aspects of my life. 

As I settled into the school over the course of the next few years, I was able to 

steadily pick up more classes in the social sciences area and become more experienced 

with teaching some of the senior courses. As best as I can recall, it was during this time 

that I started to become aware of the discontinuity or incongruence between many of the 

prominent and much celebrated nationalist discourses and many of the discursive 

undercurrents circulating through my classroom (although I certainly could not have 

articulated as much!).  During this time, I also completed my Master’s degree and began 

teaching sessionally at the local university. 

For the latter part of my time at MacKenzie Road, my course load has included 

mainly senior social studies and psychology classes and I have taken on the added 

responsibility of chairing the social sciences department. I have thoroughly enjoyed my 

time at the high school and have remained committed to continuing to develop my 

pedagogical understandings and practices particularly in the area of the social sciences. 

In order to further develop professionally, I began my doctoral program at the university 

knowing I wanted to explore, in greater depth, questions raised as a result of my 

experiences in my classroom at MacKenzie Road. Specifically, I hoped to consider a 

topic related to the incongruence between claims and perceptions of multiculturalism and 
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the obvious racism that still exists within, not only my classroom, but Canadian society 

as a whole.  

While I was committed to growing professionally, my husband and I decided to 

commit to growing personally as well. Shortly after the completion of my eleventh year 

at MacKenzie Road, we welcomed the birth of our baby girl. Though this addition to our 

family may seem somewhat out of place in the story of my research, the profound 

changes it has had on me both personally and professionally cannot go unnoted. While 

my commitment to and regard for the teaching profession remained constant, my 

commitment to humanity and to the young people in my classroom was infinitely 

strengthened.   In fact, I find it difficult to adequately and effectively describe the impact 

my daughter and our new family has had on me both as a person and as a teacher. 

However, I can clearly state that the lens through which I view the world, myself, 

teaching, and the students in my classroom has forever changed. My professional 

motivation now extends far beyond a desire to teach a particular subject well. My 

primary focus is decidedly more student-centred.   In addition to the obvious changes to 

our family and the time away from the classroom on a maternity leave, my school board 

also granted me an education leave for a semester. During this period, I successfully 

proposed my research to my doctoral committee and with its support, completed my 

comprehensive exams.  

It was with this newly emergent and continually evolving personal and 

professional insight that I returned to my full time teaching position at MacKenzie Road 

School in the fall of 2011. I was pleased to return to my position as the school had been 

my professional home for more than a decade and it had served as the initial inspirational 
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force for my research. However, life as I had known it ceased to exist. It was very 

difficult getting back into the reality of teaching for a number of reasons. First, I 

struggled reconciling my commitment to the teaching profession and my previously 

disguised traditional understandings of my role as a wife and a mother. Quite frankly, 

this struggle caught me off guard. While I fully expected to find it hard to leave my 

infant daughter, I certainly did not expect to be as consumed by the traditional 

perceptions or stereotypes of what it meant to be a good wife and mother (i.e. staying at 

home to ‘keep the house’ and spend time with and raise the children). Thus, it was with a 

tremendous amount of anxiety and guilt that I left for the school each morning and raced 

home at the end of each day.  

Second, the cozy, safe home-away-from-home I had created for myself at the 

school had changed. The close group of peers I had been teaching with since my first 

days at MacKenzie Road had slowly been dispersing as many of my colleagues (and 

friends) had moved on to other schools and positions in the last few years before this 

study began. Upon my return, I found myself to be “the last one standing.” In addition, 

rather than being greeted by the familiar, friendly students I had previously taught and 

enjoyed, I found I did not know very many of my newer students as in the 18 months I 

was away, as many of these students had graduated.  Given that I had also changed my 

name following my marriage, my own sense of my identity lay in flux. I really felt like I 

was in many ways, a different person. I felt like I was a relative stranger in the school 

that had previously been such a huge part of my life.  It was with this mindset that I 

returned to MacKenzie Road Collegiate in the fall of 2011.  
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I believe that my recent personal experiences and evolving disposition (as well as 

the previously described and many other external forces) had a tremendous effect on me 

and my experiences in these two Social Studies 30 classes in the fall of 2011. 

Specifically, I struggled with my ability to recall some of the content knowledge 

necessary to effectively engage the students, particularly the minute details that add 

much of the depth and the personal element to the course topics. They no longer seemed 

to be at the tip of my tongue. I was more often forced to admit my inability to recall 

certain aspects of the material, which directly affected my sense of professional 

confidence.  

Probably even more significant, however, was my seeming inability or hesitance to 

employ many of the classroom management techniques I had relied on so heavily in the 

past. I had become incredibly hesitant to expect and to enforce the same level of 

expectations that I had done with very little hesitancy in the past.   I could not quite seem 

to get past the fact that each of these students sitting in front of me is loved and adored 

by their parents as much as I love and adore my young daughter. I found myself 

constantly accepting lower quality work and behaviours from students. I repeatedly gave 

second, third, and fourth chances to students who constantly challenged the boundaries 

of acceptable classroom behaviour and reasonable interpersonal relationships. In 

hindsight and after careful personal reflection, I attribute this misplaced sense of 

commitment and loyalty to my students as rooted in the desire to be the type of teacher 

and person I hoped my daughter would encounter in school. I also reverted to being 

overly sensitive to concerns about how students perceived me as their teacher, an issue I 

had struggled with earlier in my career. It soon became blatantly obvious that what 
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resulted was a disrespectful, and dysfunctional classroom atmosphere where many of the 

students perceived me to be a pushover.  My confidence in my ability to be an effective 

classroom teacher reached an all-time low. I was unsure that I would ever be able to get 

my head back in the game. Yet after many tough classes, I was reminded that in addition 

to a flexible, supportive teacher, students needed to be challenged to contribute to and 

exist within reasonable, respectful boundaries and to push themselves to achieve 

reasonable expectations. Unfortunately, it took a good part of the semester before we 

were able-- as a group--to right the ship! 

I believe my anxiety significantly affected my demeanor in the classroom (and in 

the school at large) and thus undoubtedly affected this research inquiry. In addition to 

my increased anxiety at returning to the school after a prolonged absence and my 

expanded life outside of the school, I had intense levels of stress because of this research 

and my desire to ensure it was successful. Clearly, this desire illustrates much about how 

I (re)produce my own identity. I wanted (or perhaps even needed) to do a good job of 

this research because of how intimately much of my identity is tied to my perceived 

competence (in my own eyes as well as through the eyes of others) and to the image of a 

good white person. I must admit that part of this perceived competence and positive 

racialized identity included significant evidence that students were engaging critically in 

issues related to race, processes of racialization, and issues of power and privilege in my 

classroom. Therefore at times, there was part of me that believed that if I was doing a 

good job of teaching my students, this data would be present. When at times the data did 

not seem to reflect these desired critical engagements, I was frustrated. While it seemed 
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as though I could do little to address it at the time, I was repeatedly aware that I was 

more guarded and hypertensive with the students throughout the semester.  

Closely related and connected to all of these sources of increased anxiety and stress 

was my heavy workload. I definitely felt challenged as I tried to shuffle and manage my 

professional and personal responsibilities. Undoubtedly, my relationships at the school 

suffered as the time I had to spend with colleagues and students was often superseded by 

my desire to cross things off my to-do list.  I was also aware that at times I had less 

patience for normally reasonable levels of student tomfoolery as it directly conflicted 

with my desire to get things done! While my personality, situated awareness and 

understandings, and personal and professional experiences always influence my own 

lived experiences and those of the students in my classroom, through my reflective 

journaling, I was reminded constantly of how this was never truer than during the fall of 

2011.  

 

4.1.3 Research Participants 

As outlined, the students who agreed to work with me on this research project and 

share their understandings of their racialization, whiteness and privilege were enrolled in 

one of the two Social Studies 30 courses I taught that fall. While assurances of 

confidentiality and anonymity prevent me from sharing specific details about each 

participant, I intend to give a brief overview of each of the ten students who voluntarily 

participated in this research. The first seven (Carter, Mike, Zander, Alyssa, Leah, Henry, 

and Clint) were from the morning class and the final three (Andrew, Chandler, and Kris) 

were from the afternoon one.   While I might have incidentally met some of these 
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students prior to the start of this semester, our time together in Social Studies 30 was the 

start of our professional and personal relationships. 

Carter7, a racialized white student, was a conscientious student with a keen interest 

in the social sciences. In fact, he hopes to enter the field of politics one day. Carter 

always seemed to work to the best of his ability and often went above and beyond the 

call of duty. For example, one assignment Carter submitted that involved an analysis of 

present relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada 

eclipsed my expectations so thoroughly I was astounded at his commitment to the topic. 

His abilities were publically noted when he was awarded the meritorious award for work 

in social sciences. While I did not have a previous relationship with Carter before 

teaching him, we have continued our relationship due to similar interests, common 

commitments, and shared friends.  

I also met Mike for the first time in our Social Studies 30 class.  Mike worked 

diligently to complete all of his work in class; however, I always had the impression that 

he was motivated extrinsically to do the course work rather than by an intrinsic desire to 

learn. He would often ask how much or how many of any one thing was needed to meet 

the assignment requirements.  When handing in work, Mike would also often ask, “is 

this good enough?” Mike finished the course with a final mark of 86%. Like Carter, he is 

a racialized white male. 

Zander is another racialized white, male student who agreed to participate in this 

research inquiry.  He worked hard throughout the semester. It is my observation that he 

cared significantly about his mark (finished with a 92%) but he also seemed to be 

                                                 
7 Pseudonyms are used for all participants to ensure anonymity 
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engaged with many of the topics we discussed. He asked a lot of questions, commented 

frequently, and generally was a strong presence in the classroom.  I did not have a pre-

existing relationship with Zander prior to onset of the research and while we would 

continue to say hi in the halls after the semester ended, we have not spent any significant 

amount of time together.     

Alyssa was one of the two female students who agreed to participate in this 

inquiry. Interestingly, both female participants are racialized non-white while all of the 

male participants in this research project are racialized white.   Alyssa was diligent in her 

work throughout the semester finishing the course with a final grade of 87%. While she 

did not complete every piece of assigned work, Alyssa did commit to doing the work she 

did complete at a high level. It seemed as though she always had a lot of things on the go 

as she was taking a full slate of classes and also committed to a variety of extra-

curricular activities. Alyssa had a few personal traits that separated her from many of her 

peers. She has a forceful personality and was never one to hide her thoughts. However, 

Alyssa was also intensely thoughtful, reflective, and kind. She was able to consider 

multiple perspectives on various topics and she constantly strove to thoroughly 

understand issues to the best of her ability rather than merely accumulating enough 

information to allow her to do well on an assessment piece. Alyssa seemed to have an 

awareness of the influence of one’s racialization and racializing processes that far 

surpassed the other students in the classroom. She often spoke of her own experiences 

(as well as those of her parents) as individuals who are racialized non-white.  Alyssa and 

I formed a strong bond and I was pleased when she joined one of my second semester 

classes. Alyssa did not volunteer to participate in the research project during the 
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semester. Instead she approached me part of the way through the following semester as I 

was discussing the project with a group of students. She claimed that she had always 

meant to hand in the appropriate consent forms but had just not gotten around to having 

her parent sign the forms. She did consent to be added at this time. 

The second of the two female racialized non-white participants in this inquiry was 

Leah. Leah seemed to work very hard on her schoolwork and was committed to 

maintaining excellent marks. Her final Social Studies 30 mark was 92%. She appeared to 

enjoy the topics we discussed and she contributed often during class and sought me out 

for discussions and extra assistance outside of class time. We did not have a pre-existing 

relationship prior to our shared Social Studies 30 course but we have continued our 

relationship. Leah also took another class with me in the second semester and we have 

since participated in a variety of extra-curricular activities together due to our shared 

interests.  While Leah is often involved in activities related to social justice issues, she 

does not seem to be as critically aware of her own racialized identity as Alyssa appeared 

to be.  

Henry is a racialized white, male student I met in the fall of 2011. In addition to 

my Social Studies 30 class, Henry was also taking another course from me that semester. 

Henry was fairly diligent in his course work in both classes as he completed all 

assignments and finished with an 88% in the Social Studies 30 course. However, I am 

not completely confident that Henry was working at his greatest capacity as he seemed to 

be easily and willingly distracted by his peers. Henry is a quiet, relatively soft spoken 

individual who often choose not to contribute verbally during class time but I enjoyed 

reading through his thoughts in his submitted work.  
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Perhaps one of the biggest surprises for me was that Clint volunteered to be a part 

of the research project.  Like the other male participants, Clint was racialized white. He 

was an extremely friendly young man, if not one overly committed to or engaged with 

his academics. Clint was also enrolled in a learning resource program at the school 

although he rarely required or requested additional adaptations throughout the semester. 

He participated enthusiastically some days, anxious to share his thoughts and 

understandings yet he appeared to be there against his will other days. Most of the time, I 

observed Clint doing only what he needed to do and completing only what he needed to 

complete in order to ensure he would pass the class. Towards the end of the semester, 

Clint did not attend class regularly. I often wondered if he had any concerns or issues 

with me personally or the class generally, or if he merely stopped attending regularly 

because he was fairly confident he had completed enough to receive a passing grade. 

Whenever I approached him about his attendance or incomplete work, he always took 

full responsibility for his actions and decisions and assured me that he did not have any 

particular difficulties or class related issues he needed help with. In fact, he took my 

light-hearted admonitions rather well.  Clint finished with a mark of 63% in the class.    I 

was especially pleased to have him volunteer to follow through with an interview at the 

end of the semester.      

It was also a pleasure to work with Andrew, a racialized white male in the 

afternoon cohort, during this research project. With a final mark of 90%, Andrew was a 

bright and capable student. Throughout our time together, he seemed to have extensive 

prior knowledge in many of the areas we discussed and he was able to make multiple 

connections throughout the semester. Perhaps it was due to this extensive background 
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knowledge that Andrew often seemed bored in class. In fact, he often chose to read 

novels throughout much of our in-class time together.    While Andrew certainly did 

everything that was required of him, I never really had the sense that he was working to 

his full potential. While some attempts were made, he certainly may have benefitted 

from some additional enrichment activities.  

Chandler is another racialized white male student who agreed to participate in this 

study. He was fairly outspoken and engaged in class discussions; however, Chandler 

often did not follow through or live up to his full potential with regard to his written 

work. He seemed to leave his assignments to the last minute and then he often would just 

throw something together. Thus, his written work frequently did not display the same 

level of thought and effort that his verbal contributions had.  He also appeared frustrated 

by the immature actions of his peers and he would not hesitate to share his disapproval. 

He shared with me that he believed I was putting up with too much nonsense. Chandler 

finished the semester with a 68% in Social Studies 30.  

The final student who agreed to participate was Kris, another racialized white, 

male student.  Kris’s willingness to participate came as a surprise because I found him 

difficult to read.   He completed most of the required course work but often appeared to 

do so grudgingly. He rarely contributed to our class conversations but he would engage 

in smaller group discussions or one-on-one sessions. However, he generally appeared to 

be off-task during class time, preferring to sleep, visit, or just generally zone out rather 

than commit to the topics at hand. He portrayed a rather laid back, ‘joe cool’ persona and 

seemed to be relatively disengaged. His final grade in the class was 65%.  
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As I reflect on the group of students who agreed to participate in this research, a 

few thoughts come to mind. Of the ten willing participants, eight were male students. 

Only two females who agreed to participate, both from the morning class, both racialized 

non-white, and both fairly strong, independent young women. It certainly seems as 

though there is a gender dynamic playing out here. Did the males feel qualified to 

participate because they are confident in their abilities and what they have to say given 

their gendered racialized white identities? Were females more hesitant to respond, with 

the clear exception being the two young women I just described? And might this have 

been because these two female students felt they (as non-white students) had much to 

contribute to a conversation about whiteness and privilege? Perhaps as Bell and 

Golombisky (2004) suggest, “voice and silence are better understood as performative 

strategies announcing cultural expectations for the feminine, for race, for ethnicity, for 

labor, and for hegemonic masculinity” (p. 295), and the relative silence of the female 

students in my study could reiterate how, “the performance of ‘silence’ is one common 

enactment of femininity in our classrooms” (Bell & Golombisky, 2004, p. 298). 

Similarly some of these girls may be illustrating that within middle-class, white 

communities there is “cultural pressure to conform to the dominant conventional image 

of the ideal, perfect girl – who is always nice and good, who never hurts other people’s 

feelings, …and who contains her feelings, especially anger” (Taylor, Gilligan, & 

Sullivan, 1995, p. 25). 

Seven of the ten students that agreed to participate were from the morning class 

while only three came from the afternoon cohort. By far, the majority of the willing 

participants could be considered academically strong students. I wonder if these students 
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felt more safe and secure in the classroom and in their abilities to do well at school and at 

all things school related, and thus were more willing to be involved in projects like this 

research inquiry? Or do these students, as Tupper, Cappello and Sevigny (2010) surmise, 

have a greater sense of the value of their own abilities, perspectives, and knowledge and 

as a result, consented to participate? 

I wish I would have asked these students why they chose to participate. Was it due 

to their willingness to add to a body of scholarship? Was it due to a heightened interest 

or engagement in the topic itself? Was it as a result of or perhaps a willingness to create 

a positive rapport with me? Was it merely because they were asked and hence felt 

obliged or perhaps privileged? Or did their participation come from an intense desire to 

be heard? Or did some of them believe their participation would lead to a better grade? 

 

4.2 Methodology 

As noted, this research was conceptualized as a qualitative inquiry framed with 

elements of ethnography and autoethnography and informed by CRT and related 

approaches to critical race studies. While there is much diversity within the field of 

qualitative research, qualitative inquiries similar to this study are generally committed to 

naturalistic, interpretative approaches rather than more positivistic or post-positivistic 

ones (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Further, this inquiry is predisposed to the socially 

constructed nature of reality and identity, the interdependent relationship between the 

researcher and what or who is being studied, and the contextual, value-laden, political 

nature of research (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Foley & 

Valenzuela, 2005; Hill & Holyoak, 2011; Simon & Dippo, 1986; Walsh, 2004). As Law 
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& Urry (2004) note, “social inquiry and its methods are productive: they (help to) make 

social realities and social worlds. They do not simply describe the world as it is, but also 

enact it” (p. 391). 

Originally developed for use within the fields of anthropology and sociology, 

qualitative research approaches like ethnography were often motivated by the desire to 

understand the Other (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Goldbart & Hustler, 2005; Wilson, 

1977).   According to the early 20th century ethnographer, Maslinowski (1922), the goal 

of ethnography was “to grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, to realise his 

vision of his world” (p. 25, italics in original).  These inquiries typically involved the 

observation of the targeted subject(s) by an ostensibly neutral, objective researcher.  It 

was believed that a qualified and competent researcher could observe and if need be, 

interact with research subject(s) in order to objectively (and with clarity and precision) 

describe his or her observations which were then taken to represent reality (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005). However as Smith (1999) notes, this type of research was “inextricably 

linked to European imperialism and colonialism” because of the ways in which 

“knowledge about indigenous peoples was collected, classified, and then represented 

back to the West” (p. 1).  Knowledge produced in these studies was determined to be 

true, to be accurate and real, through the social sciences research rigour and 

“incorporated into colonizing strategies” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 2) in ways that 

served to secure power for the colonizer. Denzin & Lincoln (2005) note, “(f)rom the very 

beginning, qualitative research was implicated in a racist project” (p. 2).  

With the emergence of postmodern and post-structural thought and the subsequent 

revolutionary overhaul of much of qualitative research, ethnographic pursuits have 
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become decidedly (and necessarily) more complex (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Gordon, 

Holland & Lahelma, 2001; Wall, 2006).  Rather than claiming to objectively and 

neutrally reflect or present absolute reality and those who live within it, many 

ethnographers have become increasingly aware of the ways in which they influence the 

research process. For example, as researchers observe and interact with members of a 

group or culture, their positionality heavily influences how they make sense of these 

people and experiences. One’s position is understood to be informed by his or her 

racialization, ethnicity, social class, language, gender, religion, sexual orientation, many 

other aspects of his or her identity as well as past personal experiences and 

understandings (Ellis, 2004; Simon & Dippo, 1986).   As Schram (2006) notes 

“ethnography cannot provide an exhaustive, absolute description of anything. Rather, 

ethnographic descriptions are necessarily partial, bound by what can be handled within a 

certain time, under specific circumstances, and from a particular perspective” (p. 95).  

Ethnographic inquiries generally aim to describe and interpret the understandings 

and behaviours of individuals within a particular group or culture, yet these 

understandings and behaviours are perceived, interpreted, and explained through the 

researcher’s filter or lens (Ellis, 2004; Schram, 2006). Schram (2006) argues that as an 

ethnographer “the representation or interpretation you construct of people’s lives and 

behaviour is neither ‘theirs’ nor ‘yours’. Instead, it is built upon the points of 

understanding and misunderstanding that occur between you and them” (p. 95). Thus as 

Law and Urry acknowledge, “social sciences ….are relational and interactive. They 

participate in, reflect upon and enact the social” (p. 392) through their research method. 

They are performative, reminding us that, “while the real is indeed real, it is also made” 
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(p. 395). Because of the influence of the researcher’s position, prior understandings, and 

experiences, the ethnographer plays an integral role in and has a critical impact on the 

research process. As such, critical self-awareness and reflexivity is a crucial and 

necessary component of these research ventures.  

Understood to be a “multicultural and gendered” research process (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005, p. 3), ethnography is the examination of people in their natural setting in 

order to “produce historically, politically and personally situated accounts, descriptions, 

interpretations, and representations of human lives” (Tedlock, 2000, p. 455). From this 

standpoint, society is understood to be socially constructed by its members rather than 

existing as a singular, objective reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Walsh, 2004). Within 

ethnographic inquiries, it is assumed that by “entering into close and relatively prolonged 

interaction with people (one’s own or other) in their everyday lives, ethnographers can 

better understand the beliefs, motivations and behaviours of their subjects” (Tedlock, 

2000, p. 456). This research inquiry then, as with most ethnographic studies, involves 

extensive fieldwork (Gordon, Holland & Lahelma, 2001; Tedlock, 2000).  

While ethnographers in general have become increasingly more cognizant of the 

ontological, epistemological, political and ethical issues embedded in their research, one 

particular branch of qualitative research, critical ethnography, recognizes research as “an 

inherently political enterprise” (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000, p. 153). A common 

assumption of critical researchers is that “mainstream research practices are generally, 

although most often unwittingly, implicated in the reproduction of systems of class, race 

and gender oppression” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005, p. 304). Inspired instead to work 

as a “form of social or cultural criticism” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005, p. 304), critical 
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ethnographers often aim to expose and disrupt hegemonic forces that perpetuate 

oppression and marginalization in an effort to bring about empowerment and positive 

transformative change (Carspecken, 1996; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000; Simon & 

Dippo, 1986). Supported by the theoretical underpinnings of critical theory (and other 

related theories like CRT), critical ethnographers employ research techniques that are 

similar to those used within other mainstream ethnographic inquiries; however, they are 

used with a “serious political intent to change people’s consciousness, if not their daily 

lives” (Foley, 2002, p. 140).  

The research subjects of inquiry in critical ethnographic research are understood to 

be historically and culturally situated (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005).  Because they do 

not exist as separate, distinct entities, these research subjects must be studied in relation 

to their social, political, historical, cultural, economic contexts. What separates critical 

research from more mainstream ethnographic work is the acknowledgement of the 

interconnectivity and interdependency between claims of truth and power relations 

(Carspecken, 1996; Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005). While research is generally 

understood to produce knowledge, which represents ‘truth,’ critical ethnographers 

stipulate the caveat that “unequal power distorts truth claims… power corrupts 

knowledge” (Carspecken, 1996, p. 21).  

Essential to any critical ethnographic inquiry is extensive self-awareness and 

reflexivity wherein the researcher must “reflexively address (his or her) own situated 

character” (Simon & Dippo, 1986, p. 200). For example, critical ethnographers question 

and reflect upon the multitude of decisions made throughout the research process. These 

issues include why certain questions are asked and particular occurrences or observations 
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noted while others are not (Schram, 2006). Rather than passively accepting language as 

“a neutral and objective conduit of description of the ‘real world’”(Kincheloe & 

McLaren, 2005, p. 310), critical researchers also recognize the ways in which power is 

wielded discursively to construct and to regulate.  To the critical ethnographer, all 

aspects of research are understood to be part of a “power-driven act” (Kincheloe & 

McLaren, 2005, p. 316). 

From this vantage point, I have chosen to use a qualitative critical ethnographic 

approach to develop a deeper, more nuanced (albeit not exhaustive) appreciation of the 

ways in which students who are racialized white in this study perceive their racialization 

and its connections to privilege. While I did not intend this study to include the 

perceptions of marginalized non-white students within the educational system, in the end 

two female students racialized non-white volunteered to be part of the research inquiry. 

Their contributions to our class discussions and our analyses of our racializations and 

connections to privilege were invaluable to our co-constructed meaning making. I also 

see this inquiry as part of the larger goal of exposing the forces at play in Canadian 

society, namely those which privilege people racialized white while marginalizing those 

racialized non-white.  I share Warren’s (2011) faith as he argues, “Critical ethnographic 

research in educational contexts would create a dynamic context for us to be reflexive 

about what classrooms should be like, how we should engage each other, and how we 

could collaborate to generate a more socially just world” (p. 142).  An intensely critical 

aspect to this work involves turning the ethnographer’s gaze on myself as a researcher, a 

teacher and a white, middle class, English-speaking woman.  
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Whereas ethnographic inquiries require significant self-awareness and reflexivity, 

it seems as though my connection to this project as researcher, as teacher, and as an 

individual who was raised within the same community (though clearly not the same time 

period!) requires something more authentic and nuanced than a token nod to reflexivity 

(Pillow, 2003). My desire to further develop my own understandings with respect to this 

topic also seems to demand a more thorough investigation. Thus through this inquiry, I 

aimed to develop a more nuanced appreciation of students’ perceptions of their 

racialization while acknowledging the ways in which I contribute to and am implicated 

in these understandings because of my role as teacher and researcher. But I also sought 

to develop a deeper understanding of my own perceptions of my racialization and the 

ways in which these perceptions influence my understandings and life experiences and 

ultimately, my teaching. To accomplish this, I employed autoethnographic elements 

throughout this inquiry in an attempt to “describe and systematically analyze (graphy) 

personal experiences (auto) in order to understand cultural experience (ethno)” (Ellis, 

Adams & Bochner, 2011, para.1). It is my hope that through the use of multiple methods, 

I am better able to push methodological “boundaries in order to address research 

questions that cannot be explored with traditional methods” (Taber, 2010, p. 5).  

Autoethnography combines aspects of both autobiography and ethnography (Ellis, 

2004; Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011).   Traditionally, an autobiographer selects and 

describes past personal experiences whereas an ethnographer generally studies a group 

or culture’s beliefs, practices, values, and experiences to help both members and non-

members develop a deeper understanding of this group or culture (Ellis, 2004; Ellis, 

Adams & Bochner, 2011). Merging these approaches, autoethnographic researchers 
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reflect upon and analyze their personal experiences and understandings as they exist 

within, are defined by, and relate to the larger historical and cultural contexts and 

experiences. Attempting to connect the personal and the social, the self and the other, 

autoethnographic researchers aim to make the understandings and experiences of the 

group or culture familiar for members and non-members (Ellis, 2004; Ellis, 2002; Ellis, 

Adams & Bochner, 2011; Ellis & Bochner 2000; Reed-Danahay, 1997; Simpson, 1996; 

Spry, 2001; Starr, 2010; Taber, 2010).  

Prompted by what has been coined the crisis of representation in the 1980s 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Reed-Danahay, 2001; Spry, 2001; 

Wall, 2006), many researchers sought a more authentic form of reflexivity than the token 

gesture often included in an otherwise “neutral and objectively presented manuscript” 

(Wall, 2006, p. 3).  Challenging traditional scientific notions of value free studies, 

autoethnography embraces “self-consciously value-centered” (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 

2011, para.3) research by foregrounding the researcher in the study (Reed-Danahay, 

2001). Ellis, Adams and Bochner (2011) argue that by acknowledging and 

accommodating “subjectivity, emotionality, and researcher’s influence on the research 

rather than hiding from these matters or assuming they don’t exist,” autoethnographic 

studies produce “meaningful, accessible and evocated research grounded in personal 

experience, research that would sensitize readers to issues of identity politics, to 

experiences shrouded in silence, and to forms of representation that deepen our capacity 

to empathize” (para.3) with others.  

Like critical ethnographies, inquiries steeped in this tradition understand the 

socially constructed nature of reality with the past existing as “incomplete, tentative and 
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revisable” (Ellis, 2004, p. 30). Also similar to their critical ethnographic counterparts, 

autoethnographers note the political nature of research as they acknowledge the 

constructed and contested nature of truth (Ellis, 2004; Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011; 

Spry, 2001). As Ellis (2004) argues, truth within autoethnographic research is not the 

same as what is valued within more traditional research approaches. Instead in order to 

exhibit narrative truth, she claims experiences described need to be “believable, lifelike 

and possible” (p. 30).  Further, autoethnographic research often attempts to engage its 

readers critically in order to facilitate positive, transformative change (Ellis, 2002; Ellis 

& Bochner 2000; Spry, 2001; Starr, 2010).  

Autoethnographic inquires vary in the emphasis placed on the research process (the 

graphy), on the group or culture studied (the ethno), or on the self (the auto) (Ellis & 

Bochner, 2000; Wall, 2006). For example, some studies focus primarily on the group 

with snippets of exposure or insight into the researcher while others are primarily 

focused on the researcher with limited connection to the larger contextual group or 

culture. Due to this extensive continuum, it is not difficult to see how the relationship 

between autoethnography and other research genres can become blurred (Ellis, 2004; 

Reed-Danahay, 2001). Variation also occurs in the ways in which theory and personal 

narratives are connected or mixed. Some researchers tend to incorporate substantive and 

explicit theoretical insights within their work while others make limited explicit 

connection to theory (Wall, 2006).    

It is my hope that combining elements of autoethnography with aspects of 

ethnography will accomplish a number of goals. With respect to my role as a high school 

social studies teacher, I aimed to work with my students to expose and disrupt the 
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dominant discourses that fundamentally shape understandings and experiences and work 

to privilege those racialized white. As Starr (2010) acknowledges, “(a)utoethnographic 

investigation has the potential to address some of the tensions that exist as a result of the 

cultural multiplicity present in Canadian schools” (p. 7).  Integral to this pursuit is a 

critical examination of the ways in which I, as their teacher, contribute to and am 

implicated in students’ perceptions of Canada and themselves as Canadians. With respect 

to these issues, Simpson (1996) notes that “(s)cholars are increasingly using 

autoethnography to combine social analysis and researcher implication.”   Perhaps given 

my position as a female, middle class, racialized white settler educator, autoethnography 

“can be especially useful when the ethnographer is critiquing unjust cultural practices 

from which he or she benefits” (Simpson, 1996, p. 372).   It is important to also note, I 

am employing autoethnographic elements in my research to further my examination of 

my own perceptions of my racialization and the ways in which these perceptions work to 

contribute to or disrupt dominant discourses, and hence the status quo, within my 

classroom (as well as my life as a whole). Throughout this research, autoethnography 

became for me what it was for Spry (2001) namely “a vehicle of emancipation from 

cultural and familial identity scripts that have structured my identity personally and 

professionally” (p. 708). 

Traditionally, research has been judged according to particular criteria like 

validity, reliability and generalizability. However, many argue these criteria do not make 

sense in ethnographic and autoethnographic qualitative research (Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrison, 2000; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Richardson, 2000; Sparkes, 2001; Wall, 2006).  

These arguments generally spring from ontological and epistemological principles. In 
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fact, Bochner (2000) argues that “the word criteria is a term that separates modernists 

from postmodernists” (p. 266).  Given that this qualitative inquiry is steeped in 

postmodern ontological and epistemological understandings, it is not intent on proving 

facts as “real” (Talburt 2000, p. 80) or discovering a “ready-made world” (Talburt, 2000, 

p. 80) but on understanding my own and students’ perceptions of ourselves, of others, 

and of dominant narratives that circulate as commonsense understandings.  

Wolcott (1990) posits that the obsession with proving the veracity of research 

studies has become a roadblock preventing the communication of understandings. 

Similarly, Talburt (2000) argues “this search for a ‘real’ limits qualitative inquiry’s 

potential to break with predictability and to offer new readings of its subjects of inquiry” 

(p. 80-81). While this is not to argue that qualitative ethnographies should not be 

subjected to any standards of rigor, but rather to support Sparkes’ (2001) fight against 

“criteria as universal standards” (p. 224) proposing instead that “criteria are better seen 

as enabling conditions and guiding ideals to be applied contextually” (p. 223).   

Richardson (2000) proposes alternative criteria that may offer a better fit to 

evaluate qualitative research steeped in postmodern ontological and epistemological 

understandings. Noting that ethnographic inquiries should be evaluated through both 

scientific and artistic lenses, Richardson (2000) suggests the following criteria: 

substantive contribution, aesthetic merit, reflexivity, impact, and expression of a reality.  

The substantive contribution criterion questions whether the research contributes to an 

understanding of social life. The aesthetic merit criterion evaluates the artistic integrity 

of the research. Is it “satisfying, complex, and not boring” (p. 254)? The criterion of 

reflexivity questions whether the researcher has been adequately self-aware and critical 
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so that the reader is able to make reasonable judgments about the researcher’s point of 

view.  The research’s impact is evaluated in terms of whether or not it influenced or 

impacted the reader, emotionally, intellectually or in some other way. Finally to evaluate 

an inquiry’s expression of reality, one needs to determine if the inquiry seems true. Is it a 

“credible account of a cultural, social, individual, or communal sense of the ‘real’” (p. 

254). While these criteria still need to be applied contextually, they do offer an 

alternative for evaluation that fits better with the ontological and epistemological 

foundations of ethnographic and autoethnographic qualitative research.  

 

4.2.1 So what does this research inquiry look like? 

As naturalistic and interpretive investigation, ethnographic research usually does 

not follow the prescribed sequence of steps or stages found in deductive theory testing 

research investigations (Goldbart & Hustler, 2005; Walsh, 2004). Rather, as is often the 

case in qualitative work, this research process was more fluid and evolving with a 

continual process of interaction between the formulation of a problem, the gathering and 

analysis of data, the representation of findings, and the personal and professional 

exploration and reflection (Walsh, 2004).  While I was aware that my focus may need to 

be adapted, I began this inquiry with the goal of developing a deeper, more nuanced 

appreciation of the ways in which white racialized students in a high school social 

studies classroom perceive their racialization and its connections to privilege and how I, 

as their white racialized teacher, contribute to and am implicated in these perceptions. In 

addition to this pursuit, I was also intent on examining my own perceptions of my 
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racialization and the ways in which these work to contribute to or disrupt dominant 

discourses and hence the status quo within my classroom.  

As noted, I needed to spend significant time and energy examining my own beliefs, 

values, experiences, and understandings in order to become more aware of the ways in 

which these aspects influence my personal and professional life.  While there is not a 

definitive rule as to how this process could or should be done, Ellis & Bochner (2000) 

suggest beginning with writing your personal story. For this inquiry, the process of 

reflection involved considering my past experiences with respect to issues of race, my 

racialization, whiteness, and other related topics.  In an attempt to connect the personal 

and the cultural, Ellis and Bochner (2000) suggest researchers who are engaged in 

autoethnographic inquiries adopt the autoethnographer’s gaze by looking “first through 

an ethnographic wide-angle lens, focusing outward on social and cultural aspects of their 

personal experience; then, they look inward, exposing a vulnerable self that is moved by 

and may move through, refract, and resist cultural interpretations” (p. 739). As this 

process continues, they argue the “distinctions between the personal and cultural become 

blurred, sometimes beyond distinct recognition” (p. 739).  

 

 

 

4.2.2 What did this look like for me?  

As with most ethnographic inquiries (and many autoethnographic ones), this 

inquiry involved extensive fieldwork as I engaged in genuine “social interaction in the 

field with the subject(s) of study” (McCall & Simmons, 1969, p. 1). Fieldwork has long 
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been recognized as a “central element of ethnography” due to the work of Malinowski, 

Boas and many others (Tedlock, 2000, p. 457). Historically, the researcher attempted to 

gain access to, and to some degree become integrated into, the group or culture under 

examination. While engagement with participants was necessary, the researcher was 

usually “expected to maintain a polite distance from those studied and to cultivate 

rapport, not friendship; compassion, not sympathy; respect, not belief; understanding, not 

identification” (Tedlock, 2000, p. 457).  However, as the field of ethnography has 

evolved, the amount and level of engagement with participants has varied significantly.  

Obviously within autoethnographic research, the researcher is intimately connected to 

the main research participant, namely him or herself!    

As the teacher-researcher within this particular study, I obviously had an extremely 

high level of engagement with the research participants. Not only did I engage in typical 

research activities like recording observations, interviewing, and collecting relevant 

classroom and student-generated artifacts, but I was also actively involved in many of 

the classroom activities and of course, in the assessment of students. Due to this high 

level of engagement with the research participants, I needed to carefully and critically 

consider the ways in which I influence the discourses circulating in my classroom, which 

in turn influence what and how my students think. I attempted to do this critical 

reflection consistently throughout the planning, implementing, and reflecting processes. 

However, while I was able to identify some of the ways in which I was influencing the 

discourses circulating in my classroom (as described in Chapter 6), I must also 

acknowledge that there were likely many other ways in which I remained oblivious to 

the role I was playing. As Warren (2011) cautions, teachers are “in a place of authority 
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and power in the classroom, we are inherently part of a dominant culture and we would 

do well to remember that” (p. 141).  

In addition to considering the pedagogical choices I made in the classroom and 

how these influenced students’ perceptions, I also needed to consider how my 

positionality, prior understandings and experiences shape the lens through which I 

observe and interpret the students’ perceptions. This process involved substantial 

personal reflecting as I thoughtfully and critically considered not only some of my 

fundamental beliefs about society as I know it, but also the ways in which I have come to 

reach these understandings (including what and who has influenced me).  It soon became 

evident that my positionality as a middle class, English speaking, Christian, white 

racialized, settler, heterosexual female undoubtedly influences how I perceive and 

understand society and the people in it (as I discuss in more detail in Chapter 5).  As 

previously discussed, I conducted this inquiry within the school in which I had taught for 

11 years. In this case, several aspects of my positionality will likely be shared by many 

of the students participating in this study as the school is located in a primarily middle 

class, English speaking, white neighbourhood (Tupper, Cappello & Sevigny, 2010). Of 

further interest, I grew up and attended an elementary and a middle school in this same 

neighbourhood and went to a high school in the neighbouring area. Consequently during 

my teaching experiences at the high school in which this study took place, I often 

recognized and identified with many student attitudes and understandings as they 

resonated with my own lived experiences, beliefs, and understandings growing up. While 

this somewhat similar contextual upbringing contributed to the ways the students and I 

understood each other, it may also mirror a challenge noted by Gordon, Holland, & 
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Lahelma (2001), namely the need for ethnographers in education to “make the familiar 

strange” (p. 188).  As it turns out, I did need to be significantly aware of the ways in 

which this shared contextual upbringing shaped and perhaps clouded my work and 

understandings within this research inquiry (Duneier, 2004). In essence, my limited 

understanding of my positionality (including my racialization and many other aspects of 

my identity) and its connections to privilege, due in part to this shared contextual 

upbringing, limited the ways in which I was able to effectively problematize and disrupt 

the forces of whiteness in my classroom.  

 

4.2.3 Gathering data 

Qualitative fieldwork involves the use of multiple research techniques in order to 

“observe things that happen, listen to what people say and question people in the setting 

under investigation” (Walsh, 2004, p. 228).  As is common in ethnographic researcher, I 

attempted to create thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973) in order to “develop a strong sense 

of the particular realities involved” (Goldbart & Hustler, 2005, p. 17).  Thick 

descriptions attempt to capture in extensive detail not only what participants say or do 

but also what is implied by how they act, the inferences they make, their body language 

and posturing, and many other details. The researcher also notes more general details 

about the research setting and other people within the surrounding vicinity (Carspecken, 

1996; Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). For this particular inquiry, I worked vigorously to 

construct thick descriptions by observing class sessions, activities and discussions, 

conducting individual interviews with student participants, and examining samples of 



 

 

140 

their work along with other classroom artifacts during a particular unit of study in the 

Social Studies 30 course.  

While there are a variety of ways that thick descriptions can be developed, I 

worked within the constraints of my classroom commitments in ways that I hoped were 

as unobtrusive as possible (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995). For example, I attempted to 

record student comments or actions as quickly as I could after they occurred in order to 

preserve their integrity. It became obvious though, that at times, this gathering of student 

comments actually halted student conversations. It seemed as though students stopped 

discussing and waited for me to catch up. Or, perhaps as they became more acutely 

aware of my recording processes, they held back. I can appreciate how daunting this 

research practice might have been for many students as it might have seemed as though I 

was writing down every word they said. While the students were aware of the ways in 

which I intended to gather data, I am not sure that were I one of them, I would have felt 

confident enough to share my intimate thoughts on some of the challenging topics we 

were grappling with when I saw these recording processes with my own eyes.  It was 

made very clear to me that the students were aware of my fury of writing during our 

conversations. A research participant even commented on my note-taking. At the end of 

class one day, Andrew noted that I was obviously getting “a lot of stuff from us.”  He 

then went on to inquire as whether or not it was good or okay data that they (the 

students) were providing.  Even if it had not been obvious before this point, Andrew’s 

comments made it clear the class was very much aware and influenced by the data 

gathering process. Given my relationship with the students, it is possible that some 

participants attempted to respond in ways they felt would better support my research. 
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However, it is impossible to know for certain. Recording student responses during class 

time also had an impact on the flow of the discussion. Logistically as the teacher, I 

usually take a lead role in facilitating class discussions but, with divided attention, it was 

difficult at times to maintain an organic, normal flow to the discussions. Recording each 

and every classroom session may have alleviated some of these data gathering issues; 

however, due to the sheer number of classroom hours together, this method seemed 

prohibitive, and likely would have presented challenges of its own.    

Throughout the data collection processes, it also became obvious that I could not 

capture everything that was said or done by all students.  Further, I was often not aware 

of other things that were going on in the classroom. On more than one occasion, a group 

of students would burst into laughter or even a suppressed moan and then turn to me to 

gauge or await my reaction. Much to my dismay, more often than not I had not heard the 

comment or seen the gesture. While this situation occurs in classrooms where research is 

not being undertaken, I felt that it occurred more often during this project because I was 

more pre-occupied with my data gathering than I would have otherwise been.  In the end 

I was not able to capture all that was happening in the classroom and as a result, some 

students’ comments were privileged while others were missed altogether. Not only does 

it bother me that I was not able to capture these students’ comments for my research, but 

as the teacher I was also concerned with what was said or done and how not addressing 

these comments potentially allowed these statements or gestures to remain 

uninterrupted/unchallenged in the classroom.  

I spent considerable time reflecting and writing down my recollections at the end 

of the class period as well as at the end of the school day.  Constructing my notes at this 
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time was helpful as I had significantly more uninterrupted time and the process was 

clearly less obtrusive to the classroom environment. However, making notes after the 

class was over had a few drawbacks of its own.  First, it was considerably more difficult, 

if not impossible, to remember as many significant details of the student comments or 

observations. And even when I could remember aspects of what the students’ had said, I 

certainly could not quote them directly.   Because of this, I relied on representing the 

comments or observations as I remembered them rather than what was said verbatim 

which of course further increased the level of my own interpretation present in the 

descriptions. While it is acknowledged that all field notes represent the researcher’s 

understanding of the series of events or comments, I believe the longer I left it after the 

event before writing my observations, the more I relied on my own memory and its 

selective recall and interpretation. Second, it was incredibly time intensive to create these 

reflections. Often before I could adequately reflect on the day’s activities or experiences, 

I was pulled away to attend to some of my other responsibilities as a classroom teacher. 

Having adequate time to complete my reflections throughout the day was always a 

challenge.    

In order to address some of these data gathering concerns, I videotaped one class 

session of each of the Social Studies groups. I selected one particular class because I 

anticipated a significant discussion with respect to issues of race, racialization and 

whiteness would unfold due to the material I had asked the students to read and respond 

to.  I was cognizant that it would be difficult to videotape all of the students at once if 

they were commenting and reacting simultaneously, so I opted to employ a teaching 

strategy wherein only six or seven students would be involved in a discussion at a time. 
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In order for a different student to contribute, he or she would have to replace one of the 

original six or seven in the group. Videotaping the class session certainly addressed some 

of the data gathering issues I struggled with during the non-videotaped sessions. I was 

able to view and review the video recording of the classroom session, which obviously 

helped with the analysis of the data.  

Even with the recording of the class period, some issues remained. Perhaps the 

most significant impact was the increased level of intimidation for many of the students 

because of the presence of the camera in the classroom. While many of the more 

extraverted, normally vocal students did not overtly appear to be negatively affected by 

the video recording, some of the more introverted, less vocal ones did appear to be. In 

fact, a greater number of the students chose not to participate at all in this class period 

even though they were being assessed on their reflections. The majority of students opted 

to submit their reflections in writing. Even the more extraverted students at times seemed 

intimidated/uncomfortable as I observed them looking directly at the camera, smiling 

nervously or even squirming in their seats.  The videotaped recordings still did not 

enable me to watch each and every student at all times. Nor did they allow me to hear 

every single comment that was made by each student. While it may have been 

advantageous to videotape more class sessions throughout the research inquiry, I feel it 

also would have marginalized a group of students who did not feel comfortable 

expressing their thoughts in such an open and public way. Upon reflection, I am now 

better able to understand the complexities of data collection in a research inquiry such as 

this and the reality that there is no one best method or approach to gathering data.  
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I also chose to audiotape my one-on-one interviews with volunteer research 

participants following the conclusion of the semester. This method of gathering data 

seemed to work well in this intimate setting. I then had the opportunity to revisit the 

taped data during the analysis phase of research. Of course, the audio recording did 

capture the words and verbal expression of the participants but it was not able to capture 

the physical aspects of the participant’s body language or posturing.  Had it been used in 

a setting with more participants, it may have also been difficult to separate the voices of 

the participants making it more difficult to determine which student was speaking at any 

particular time. 

Gathering and generating data in the multiple and diverse ways that I did led to an 

almost overwhelming, and at times, seemingly insurmountable amount of information. In 

addition to noting all that I was able or chose to include both during the gathering and 

the representing of the data, I need to also acknowledge all of the information that I was 

not able to include or perhaps that which I merely chose to exclude. As a field 

researcher, I am not a neutral, objective observer of detached phenomena in its entirety. 

Instead as Emerson, Fretz & Shaw (1995) note, gathering and generating data “involves 

active processes of interpretation and sense-making: noting and writing down some 

things as ‘significant’, noting but ignoring others as ‘insignificant’ and even missing 

other possibly significant things altogether” (p. 8).  Throughout the data gathering and 

generating processes, I made many decisions (sometimes instantaneously) about what 

was significant and what was not. Most often, I deemed a comment or reflection to be of 

particular significance if it seemed to clearly or obviously indicate an aspect(s) of a 

student’s (or my own) perception of his or her racialization. As a result of these choices 
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and the ways I have decided to represent them, I grant that I have had considerable 

impact on the translation and transformation of these people and events. As Lewis (2008) 

articulates, as the researcher, I (re)present this gathered data as “one iteration, removed 

form the natural flow of time, however, not even that keeps the story from being 

reworked, reinterpreted and reperformed each time the (reader) turns her gaze toward it” 

(p. 6).  

In addition to the specific and active observation of class sessions during one 

particular social studies unit, I followed the advice of Carspecken (1996) and Emerson, 

Fretz, & Shaw (1995) and observed students, other members of the school community, 

and other aspects of our class sessions and interactions prior to, during, and after the 

particular unit of study in order to develop a more nuanced appreciation of the contextual 

environment of this research inquiry. Carspecken’s (1996) approach to research through 

passive observation involves noting tendencies or observations prior to or outside of the 

actual research project perimeters in order to be aware of the context of the research 

setting. For this inquiry, I engaged in passive observation by noting individual student 

comments or group discussions that took place prior to the beginning of the research 

project, observing various aspects of student relationships both with each other and with 

myself as teacher-researcher, noting the attitudes and actions of teachers and 

administrators in my school community as evidenced formally by school policies and 

professional development sessions and by examining discourses circulating in the 

research site. 

In order to be critically reflexive throughout this research process and to 

acknowledge my role in constructing knowledge in my classroom, I embedded my own 
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thoughts and reflections within my field notes. Inter-dispersed throughout my 

observations of student comments, actions or other occurrences, I added my reflexive, 

analytical, pedagogical and personal insights and reflections in italics. These insights or 

reflections included musings with respect to my role in the research process, my 

influence on the class sessions due to my pedagogical understandings and practices as 

well as my personal assumptions and biases, and connections to or reflections on my 

own personal experiences. I also kept a personal journal through the research inquiry to 

facilitate deeper understandings of the research process and participants, including my 

role as teacher-researcher.   

 As a researcher, it is important to be aware of the challenges and complexities of 

constructing field notes (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). It is critical to keep in mind 

that a field researcher is not a neutral, objective observer of detached phenomena in its 

entirety.  Not only do researchers make a multitude of decisions (sometimes 

instantaneously) about what is significant and what is not, they also have considerable 

impact on the transformation of people and events as they transcribe complex aspects of 

social life (including discourses and discursive practices) into “written words that can be 

reviewed, studied, and thought about time and time again” (p. 8). It is important that 

rather than reifying these transcriptions, researchers note and reflect upon the ways in 

which they have structured and otherwise influenced the data as well as other aspects of 

the research process (Ronai, 1995).  Ultimately, it is crucial to remember that the 

ethnographer’s goal is “not to determine the ‘truth’ but to reveal the multiple truths 

apparent in others’ lives” (Emerson et al., 1995, p. 3).   
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Quite honestly, I am not sure I truly understood the enormity of this point until I 

began the data gathering process. It became very clear, very early just how much of an 

impact I was having on the research process and the data gathered merely from a 

methodological standpoint. For example, as previously outlined, when I attempted to 

record student comments and behaviours it became very clear that I could not record 

everything that was said or done by students. Nor could I record or describe any one 

thing thoroughly enough to illustrate the complexity of the comment, action, or 

behaviour. It was obvious that for my own data gathering survival, I very quickly had to 

make decisions about the ‘worth’ of some comments over others and the contributions of 

some students over others. It was during times like these that I was frustrated by some of 

the ethical restrictions of the research, particularly the caveat for anonymity. The 

anonymity of the research participants was guaranteed until after the conclusion of the 

semester and the submission of the students’ final marks so I did not know whom my 

participants were. While I can appreciate the need for such a requirement due to the 

power differential between teacher and students, if I had known who had consented to 

participate and who had not, I could have paid closer attention to the comments and 

actions of the willing participants.   Having said that, I can acknowledge that dismissing 

the comments and interactions of the students who did not agree to be active participants 

of the research would have artificially discounted the contributions they made to the 

class sessions, the discourses circulating in the classroom, the identities being 

(re)produced and (re)positioned, and the power being negotiated. Coming to terms with 

this reality in the process of gathering and constructing data served as a cogent reminder 

of the intensely political nature of research.  
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To further highlight my influence on this research, I am mindful of my role as the 

teacher in the classroom where the research was conducted. This positioning meant that I 

made countless decisions with respect to the planning for, co-enactment and assessment 

of student learning based on my professional understandings and beliefs and the reality 

of being a Euro-white, English speaking, Christian, heterosexual, middle-class, female.  

The myriad ways in which I influenced this research cannot be discounted; however, I 

strove to actively and deliberately recognize as many of these influences throughout the 

representation of this research.  Regardless of how adeptly I was able to acknowledge 

these influences, it remains evident that even within this critical autoethnographic work 

all aspects of research are part of a “power-driven act” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005, p. 

316). 

As previously described, I also conducted individual interviews in order to further 

develop thick descriptions.  Open-ended or semi-structured interviews are often 

undertaken within ethnographic inquiries as they encourage flexible approaches to these 

interactions (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000). Ellis and Bochner (2000) argue that 

interview styles will fluctuate depending on a variety of factors. Some of these factors 

may include the purpose or goal of the researcher and/or research participants, the 

existing relationship between the researcher and the participants, and the interaction 

between the researcher and participants during the actual interview (Frankenberg, 1993).  

I chose to structure these one-on-one interviews as semi-structured exchanges 

between the participating students and myself. I began the interview by thanking the 

student for agreeing to participate in the research inquiry at large and the follow up 

interview in particular. I reminded the student of my motivations for undertaking the 



 

 

149 

research and of the specific research questions. I then outlined the basic format we might 

follow during the interview; namely a conversation loosely prompted by some possible 

questions, an examination and possible adaptation of the transcribed work completed 

during this particular unit of study in Social Studies 30, and an opportunity to share any 

final thoughts or questions. The potential prompts I prepared ahead of time included (but 

were not limited to): 

1. If you were asked to specify your race, how would you respond? 

2. What does it mean to or for you to be considered white/non-white? 

3. Does being viewed as white/non-white affect you/your life? If so, how/why? 

If not, why not? 

4. Do you experience benefits or drawbacks because you are considered to be 

white/non-white? Explain. 

5. Do you think people considered to be of another race experience life the same 

way you do? If so, why? If not, why not? 

a. Do they experience the same benefits or drawbacks because of the way 

they are perceived? 

6. If you could, would you change how you are perceived in order to be 

considered a member of another/different race? Why or why not? 

During some of the interviews, the student participant and I dealt directly with each of 

these questions while with others, students’ reflections or responses to some of the 

prompts seemed to address each of these topics.   

In order to infuse autoethnographic elements into the interview process, I 

attempted to structure the interviews like casual conversations (Ellis, 2004; Ellis & 
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Bochner, 2000). In order to foreground myself within the process, I took the advice of 

both Ellis (2004) and Frankenberg (1993) and shared some personal information 

including insights into what brought me to this research in the first place. While each of 

the interviews was focused mainly on the research participants, I attempted to interject 

what I could in the way of “subjective and emotional reflections…(in order to add) 

context and layers to the story being told” (Ellis, 2004, p. 62). While data generated 

during the interview process contributes enormously to ethnographic and 

autoethnographic research inquiries, it is important to heed Frankenberg’s (1993) 

caution. Similar to information gathered during observations in the field, interview data 

is “not, in any simple sense, the telling of a life” (p. 41). Rather than existing as an 

absolute, distinct and complete entity, information shared during an interview is “an 

incomplete story angled toward (the researcher’s) questions” and rooted in each 

participant’s “every-changing sense of self and of how the world works” (Frankenberg, 

1993, p. 41).  

I had expected to casually interject during the interviews in order to build rapport 

and ease the students’ anxieties, but upon reviewing the taped interviews, I discovered 

that I actually interjected extensively.  In fact, at times it seemed as though these 

interjections may have actually been a distraction. For the subsequent interviews, I tried 

to curtail my interjections in an attempt to glean responses from the participants that 

were more individually constructed rather than co-constructed; however, this approach 

was not without its own faults. Often it made the discussion feel very awkward. Due to 

our pre-existing relationship in the classroom and my claims that this interview should 

be like a casual conversation, it seemed as though I should be commenting or interjecting 



 

 

151 

more often. In order to deal with the awkward pauses, I found myself explaining to the 

student why I was not contributing or interjecting as much as I normally would during 

class. To the subsequent participants, I explained that I was “talking too much” in 

previous interviews and because of this realization, I was going to try to refrain from 

interjecting so much during our discussions.  

After addressing many of the issues outlined in the set of prompts, I provided each 

student with a transcribed copy of his or her research contributions to date (this included 

all of their submitted classroom work from the Change/Culture unit). As I transcribed 

and analyzed their work, I had inserted my own comments and reflections for analysis 

purposes.  However for the purpose of this student review and reflection, I removed my 

thoughts and reflections and presented the student with only his or her exact words as I 

understood them to be presented in their submitted course work. Each student participant 

was encouraged to take the time to go through the transcript and add, change or take 

away any of the comments or submissions that did not reflect what he or she had 

intended to communicate or believed to be accurate. While this was the only opportunity 

I took to share each student’s gathered data with him/her, given that I was not aware who 

the willing participants were until after the end of the semester, I found this sharing 

format was not a really effective way to have the students engage in deep and thoughtful 

reflection. First, for many of the participants, the transcribed work was of a considerable 

length. After already spending the required time to respond to my prompts and questions, 

they were expected to read many pages of work and respond immediately.  Also they 

were given the transcripts to read as I sat there with them. I was conscious enough of the 

weighted silence to turn the tape recorder off; however, in some cases it was an 
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uncomfortable silence.  A few students did take the opportunity to read their work very 

carefully, but others merely took a cursory glance. Thus I cannot claim that this 

consultation process was an extremely effective one.  

Perhaps, I should have provided the student with the transcript prior to the 

interview so he or she could have read the material in advance. I deliberately chose not 

to send the transcripts with the students for specific reasons. First, I assumed some of the 

participants (due to their lack of enthusiasm for much of the course readings) would not 

read, or read in a limited way, the document prior to the interview. Given that this 

transcript would have been their own words and work, upon reflection I wonder if they 

would have been more interested. In the end, the result would have been the same 

anyway so no harm would have been done. Second, I feared some participants might 

avoid the personal interview if they felt they needed to put significant time and effort 

into preparing for the meeting. I wanted to ensure as much participation as possible in 

these one-on-one sessions for it was during these sessions that I hoped to encourage 

student participants to talk explicitly of their perceptions of their racialization and its 

connection to privilege.  

I was a little uneasy with having this transcribed work readily available outside the 

parameters of the research.  I was somewhat worried about how parents (or others) might 

perceive and respond to the work we were doing in class. This concern speaks to a 

number of issues with respect to the power of dominant discourses and nationalist 

narratives and my assumptions about resistance to any sort of disruption of these ideas. 

For example, given that much of the work the students and I were doing involved 

challenging dominant discourses and nationalist narratives that (re)produce the identity 
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of Canada and who we are as Canadians, I often fear excessive resistance (illustrated in 

the form of backlash) from our conversations. Certainly this resistance can provide 

important opportunities to critically examine our shared understandings and beliefs, but 

it can also make for very challenging conversations and even lead to the development of 

contentious relationships. Though I do not mean to shy away from these difficult 

conversations, I have often felt as though I was “taking on” many more people (at times 

many generations) as I listen to the students share the viewpoints of their parents or other 

family members (or friends). Through these iterations, there are often many explicit 

attempts to (re)produce whiteness. While I recognize that it is unreasonable to treat these 

issues and the students’ understandings of them as if they exist in a vacuum (and hence 

protected from outside influence), sometimes it is less challenging to do so in the short 

term. After reflecting on this approach, it seems obvious to me that by attempting to 

protect or isolate these issues (and students’ understandings of them) in this way, I do 

little to prepare students to engage critically with these issues over time (as they are 

exposed to ongoing and multiple attempts to (re)structure whiteness). Instead, in order to 

encourage students to develop the skills needed to be critical citizens within Canada, I 

should be encouraging them to actively engage in critical discussions whenever and 

wherever they can within reasonable, safe situations.  

Interestingly, only one student chose to adapt his previously submitted comments 

claiming he had come to understand the issue of marginalization in Canada a little 

differently as a result of a story read in another class. Given that this particular student 

had expressed some sentiments that would not be considered supportive of social justice 
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work, I cannot help but wonder if his adaptations were also prompted by the impact his 

comments had on him when he read them on the paper.  

 

4.2.4 Analyzing data 

It is often assumed that the analysis stage does not begin until all the data has been 

gathered; however, I followed the lead of many ethnographic researchers and began 

analysis almost immediately (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000; Walsh, 2004). As 

Walsh (2004) and Ellis (2004) acknowledge, ethnographic inquiries often do not follow 

the sequential research design of theorizing, hypothesizing, data gathering and 

hypothesis testing stages as seen in other research approaches. Instead, the research 

process is one of “constant interaction between problem formulation, data collection and 

data analysis” (Walsh, 2004, p. 228). Recognizing the cyclical, evolving nature of the 

research process and the interdependent relationship between data gathering and analysis 

helps the researcher to focus further gathering data efforts as he or she discovers the 

emerging “salient features of the situation” (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000, p. 148).   

For this particular research project, the cyclical, evolving nature of research did not 

involve any particular reframing of the research problem or questions per say, although it 

did influence my own understandings, how I dealt with particular issues in the 

classroom, and the materials I chose to consider with the students. For example, my 

understandings of the ways in which subjectivities are produced within and outside of 

the classroom were affected. I initially intended to only consider the ways in which 

students racialized white understood their racialization and its connection to privilege. 

However, as I began to reflect on the data I had gathered and the interactions in the 
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classroom, I became increasingly aware that understandings of one’s racialization are 

always constructed in relation. It was often the case (particularly in the morning Social 

Studies 30 group), that the students who were racialized non-white were the ones who 

helped me to understand the added complexity of our interactions and specifically how 

our subjectivities are produced, not only the members within a particular group but also 

by members outside of that group. These racialized non-white students contributed 

significantly to understandings of what whiteness looks like both in the classroom and 

society at large. Garrison (2004) recognizes these contributions as he notes, 

the ‘Other’ draws us beyond our selves; our transactions with those different from 

ourselves transforms our identity. Only the ‘Other’ has the vocabulary, meanings, 

plot lines, grammar, truths, possibilities, and the like, we need to retell the story of 

our life; we need the ‘Other’ if we are to be born again…(F)or only ‘Others’ 

different from our selves can provoke the creation of meanings and values beyond 

our culture’s prescriptions. (p. 94) 

 

As I considered my own thoughts and understandings as well as the students’ 

reactions and reflections throughout this research project, I realized that it was necessary 

to make some adaptations to the unit-as-planned.  For example, it became increasingly 

apparent that while some of the national discourses of the historical development of 

Canada had been disrupted, there remained a lack of recognition or acknowledgement of 

the many and varied ways inequalities and discrimination continue to be perpetuated 

today, influencing individual lives and broader social relations.  As a result, it was 

necessary for me to include additional work and discussion topics that would strive to 
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create a more concrete link for my students between historical oppressions and their 

present day consequences and realities.   

Realizing it was necessary to make adaptations to the planned unit as I analyzed 

and reflected on the gathered data, I also felt it was necessary to make some changes to 

the ways in which I gathered data. The most obvious changes were with respect to the 

interview process. As I have already outlined, I needed to adapt the role I took on during 

the interview. Rather than injecting and participating so openly during the session, I felt 

it was necessary to pull back. Because of my positioning as the classroom teacher, I 

worried how the student participants might receive my interjections. Given the common 

perception that the teacher knows the right answer, I was concerned that student(s) might 

not feel they were able to disagree or to provide answers they perceived as contradictory 

to the sentiments I was expressing. Even though I had set out to shape the interviews as 

causal conversations, I adapted this format to include aspects of a more formal interview 

structure (i.e. direct question-answer approach).      

In addition to the analysis of data affecting the students in these two Social Studies 

30 classes and the data gathering process, the formal data analysis affected the ways in 

which I addressed issues and topics with students in subsequent semesters. One 

particular example is a much more deliberate consideration of the use of the discursive 

production of binaries, specifically us vs. them. My analysis of the research data has 

helped me more clearly understand the divisive and polarizing effect this dichotomy can 

have on the identities (re)produced within this space.  This more nuanced realization will 

be further explained in Chapter 6. 
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The analysis process of this inquiry involved the critical deconstruction and 

analysis of both written and oral texts in order to discern particular patterns or themes. 

These processes were informed by critical discourse analysis. As Luke (1996) outlines, 

critical discourse analysis involves the examination of texts and discourses within their 

social contexts to discern how they are used to ensure “power and identity are 

legitimized, negotiated and contested toward political ends” (p. 12). Within the field of 

critical discourse analysis, texts are reoccurring statements, references, and themes 

which, when taken together, form the discourses that serve to create social subjectivities 

and to racialize individuals (Luke, 1996). In an attempt to disrupt the “apparently natural 

flow of talk and text in institutional life” (Luke, 1996, p. 12) critical discourse analysis 

aims to “destabilize ‘authoritative discourses’ and…relations of inequality, domination, 

and subordination” (Luke, 1996, p. 12).  As I outline in my findings, using critical 

discourse analysis as an analytical framework did help me to work to disrupt the 

common sense understandings in a high school social studies classroom and expose the 

hegemonic power of texts and discourses that position students with respect to race and 

power (Luke, 1996; Trainor, 2005).  

Gillen and Peterson (2005) discuss how strands of discourse analysis have worked 

well with ethnographic research in education because the “more one understands about 

the socio-historical situation of a text, the more sensitive and insightful will be one’s 

interpretation” (p. 147). Supporting the use of critical discourse analysis in inquiries like 

this one, Luke (1996) claims, “the project of a multicultural, socially critical, and just 

education requires further systematic development of discourse-analytic approaches to 

research, curriculum development and classroom instruction” (p. 39).  
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As noted, the data analysis of this inquiry involved the critical deconstruction and 

analysis of both written and oral texts.  I examined classroom notes and reflections, my 

journal reflections, participant course work and classroom contributions, and transcribed 

student interviews to uncover discourses that were evident and discursive strategies that 

were employed in ways which indicated students’ (and my own) perceptions of their 

racializations and how I, as the teacher-researcher, was contributing to and implicated in 

these perceptions. I paid particular attention to the language and the ways in which 

words and phrases were used to construct personal and national identities. I examined 

this data for particular insights into the students’ perceptions of their racialization. As 

insights became apparent, they were noted and categorized with similar comments and 

reflections. As the analysis progressed, patterns became apparent and themes began to 

emerge. For example, several dominant nationalist discourses were repeatedly shared 

and thus specific examples of these discourses were grouped together. Similar discursive 

strategies were grouped together and eventually categorized as either working to 

(re)inscribe or to disrupt dominant national and personal identities. Varying levels of 

students’ (any my own) understanding and awareness of issues like racialization, 

diversity and inequity were categorized accordingly. As I examined my own notes and 

reflections and analyzed the ways in which I was influencing students’ perceptions, I 

also noted patterns and themes and eventually grouped them according to the degree in 

which I was perpetuating or disrupting dominant discourses, ways of thinking, and 

understanding.   

As key patterns or themes in the students’ perceptions emerged during the 

gathering and analyzing of data, it was my intent to share these observations with the 
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research participants. I hoped the participants would have the opportunity to discuss, 

qualify, or otherwise respond to these emerging patterns or themes. Through this process 

it was my intent that these patterns or themes would be further refined to more 

thoroughly represent the perceptions of the research participants (Ellis, 2004). I also 

hoped that the consultation process would create a situation in which the research 

participants would be further empowered to share their understandings and feel their 

insights had been adequately and accurately observed and represented. However, this 

sharing of the emerging themes was not able to happen as I hoped. The first major 

barrier was that I did not know which students were participating in the study and which 

were not at the time I was teaching the unit. Therefore, I did not analyze participants’ 

coursework until the conclusion of the semester and the submission of their final grades. 

Only then did I present the transcript of their written work during the interview process 

with greater or lesser success depending upon the participant.  

 

4.2.5 Representing data 

Critical to the overall effectiveness of this research inquiry are the ways in which I 

represent and communicate my appreciation of the students’ perceptions of their 

racialization and its connection to privilege, the ways in which I contribute to and am 

implicated in these perceptions, and my understanding of my own racialization.  I have 

chosen to present the key themes I saw emerging from the gathered data. Following the 

explanation of each theme in Chapter 5 and 6, I will illustrate with examples.  

While this inquiry has significant potential to deepen my understandings, there are 

a few issues I need to address. I conducted this research in both of the Social Studies 30 
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classes I taught in the fall of 2011. Following the tendency of ethnography, I chose to 

focus on one research setting in order to develop a rich description of students’ 

perceptions in this area rather than to study a multitude of groups in a variety of different 

locales (Goldbart & Hustler, 2005; Schram, 2006).  I engaged in research with my own 

students for a number of reasons. First, conducting this inquiry in my own classroom 

afforded me the opportunity to deal with topics related to my and the students’ 

perceptions of racialization and its connections to privilege through discussions, 

assignments, and activities. While the mandated curriculum includes learning outcomes 

that would support these topics, examinations of race, processes of racialization, and 

privilege are not required material. Because I conducted this inquiry within my own 

classroom, I was able to more thoroughly explore these issues with the students.  Critical 

to the autoethnographic aspect of this research, conducting this inquiry in my own 

classroom also allowed me to consider the ways in which I contribute to and am 

implicated in the students’ perceptions, affording me the opportunity to reflect on my 

own perceptions.  

Third, working with students in my own classroom allowed me to capitalize on the 

rapport we developed as a group. Because issues like race, privilege and (in)equity are 

often fraught with tension and uneasiness, it was my hope that this shared relationship 

contributed to the creation of a classroom environment that was conducive to or 

supportive of these discussions. However as Duneier (2004) notes, it is not necessary to 

have special rapport or trust as a precondition for successful fieldwork. While I cannot 

guarantee that students did not just tell me what they believed I wanted to hear, our 

shared experiences discussing a multitude of issues (many of which may be contentious) 
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may have encouraged them to describe their perceptions more openly and honestly 

(Conen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000).  

As the research progressed, the reality of the situation seemed to both aid and 

hinder the appreciations I was able to develop. First, I believe there were times when 

students told me what they thought I wanted to hear. Or perhaps more accurately, some 

students remained silent rather than sharing something they assumed I did not want to 

hear. However in other cases, as a result of a challenging and often contested working 

relationship, I believe some students were even more willing to tell me what they really 

thought even when they assumed it might conflict with what I wanted to hear.  As 

previously described, this often-contested relationship led to additional struggles both for 

researching and teaching.  

One issue I grappled with occurred when there seemed to be a conflict between my 

role as researcher and my role as teacher. Which role was to take priority? For example, 

as the teacher I really struggled listening to students express thoughts or beliefs that were 

rooted in misunderstandings or misinterpretations, supporting the structuring forces of 

whiteness in my classroom. I felt by allowing them to share these ideas, I was not only 

condoning racist and discriminatory language and behaviour in class, but reproducing 

white normativity. I was constantly itching to jump in and help students deconstruct 

these understanding, but as the researcher, I really did want to hear these comments 

because they provided insight into individual understandings of racialization and its 

connection to privilege.  While I did not manage to resolve these contesting roles, I 

worked diligently to strike a somewhat effective balance between them.  Thus, at times I 
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interjected to disrupt and clarify student misunderstandings while in other instances, I 

refrained from intervening and merely listened as students’ shared their thoughts.   

Clearly a potential concern with this inquiry was the power differential that existed 

between students (the research participants) and I (the teacher-researcher).  I addressed 

this issue in a number of ways in an attempt to diminish its impact. First, rather than 

personally introducing the research project to my students and thereby even 

unintentionally communicating to the students that this was something they had to 

participate in, my doctoral supervisor and the school librarian presented the project to the 

students. As a result, the students had an independent third party both within the school 

and at the university they could contact with any inquiries or questions about the 

research. During this initial presentation of the research project, information packages 

complete with project descriptions were given to each student with additional copies for 

their parents. All students enrolled in my Social Studies 30 courses were invited to 

participate; however, their participation was completely voluntary. Students were made 

aware that if they decided not to participate in this project, there would be no negative 

consequences of any kind. Specifically, they were assured that the decision to participate 

or not would have no impact on their course marks or on their relationship with me, as 

teacher-researcher.  Additionally, they were made aware that I would not know who had 

agreed to participate in the research project until after the final semester marks were 

submitted. The students were to submit their consent forms to the school librarian for 

safekeeping until after the end of the semester and the submission of their final grades. 

Only then would I be given access to information about the participants. Students were 

also informed that they could withdraw from the study at any point without any negative 
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consequences. In addition to the students’ consent to participate, informed consent was 

also secured from the parents or legal guardians of willing students prior to the beginning 

of the study.  

Second, while I collected student work, observed classroom activities and 

discussions, and reflected actively throughout the unit of study and passively throughout 

the entire semester, I did not conduct individual interviews until after the semester was 

over and the final student marks were submitted. This was to reinforce that their course 

assessment was not affected due to their participation (or lack thereof) in the research. It 

was also interesting to hear students’ thoughts and perceptions a little while after the 

completion of the related classroom activities and discussions. This time delay proved to 

be both detrimental and valuable. As I analyzed and deconstructed the data generated by 

the research participants, I would have liked the opportunity to (re)address some of the 

students’ perceptions with the classes as a whole. However, not having this opportunity 

was also a powerful experience. It speaks to the reality that as teachers, we rarely get a 

‘do over’ to authentically and effectively (re)address an issue once the class has ended. If 

dominant discourses and nationalist narratives go unchallenged and remain common 

sense understandings, it becomes increasingly difficult to effectively problematize and 

disrupt them. This reality is illustrative of the pervasiveness of dominant understandings 

once they are rooted and it heightens the need to be adequately and thoughtfully planned 

prior to the facilitation of classroom activities. In addition to providing me with an 

extensive opportunity to deconstruct and reflect on our shared class sessions and 

environment more thoroughly, this time delay also enabled me to bear witness to 

students’ understandings as they existed following these classroom topics.  In essence, I 
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imagine these perceptions may reflect the aggregate of the student’s understandings with 

respect to his or her racialization and its connection to privilege rather than merely ideas 

that were reflective of our classroom discussions and activities.    

I deliberately chose to conduct my research in my classroom within a middle class 

suburban high school for two additional reasons. While some racialized diversity did 

exist within this setting, a social studies classroom in this neighbourhood was likely to be 

relatively homogeneous compared to other areas in the city. Critical Race theory 

provides an argument for the value of the racial homogeneity of this neighbourhood as a 

research site, particularly as it is intimately linked to its socio-economic status due to the 

intersectionality of race and class (as well as a number of other axes of domination) 

(Akom, 2008; Sleeter & Bernal, 2004). It was my assumption that within a more racially 

and socio-economically homogeneous setting such as this, students who are racialized 

white would have a less developed sense of their racialization and its connections to 

privilege because of its normativity (Labercane & Griffith, 1995). I also assumed they 

may be more committed to defending dominant discourses that maintain the status quo 

unlike students with greater exposure to racial diversity and corresponding lived 

experiences within other communities. As some argue, individuals in predominantly 

white spaces often do not perceive racism to be a problem they need to deal with because 

almost everyone is racialized white (Lund, 2006; Varma-Joshi, 2004).  I believed that a 

greater appreciation of the perceptions of these students from this neighbourhood and the 

ways in which I was implicated in these perceptions would provide me with valuable 

insight into creating a learning environment where students become critically engaged 

life-long learners with a well developed, critical sense of self and community. 
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Prior to the onset of and throughout the course of the unit, I tried to anticipate how 

delving into these difficult, complex discussions may affect students (particularly 

racialized white students) in my high school social studies classroom.  Given that some 

aspects of this critical examination of the dominant discourses seemed to contradict what 

many racialized white students had previously learned and consequently believed to be 

true, there was some, if not considerable, resistance to these alternative perspectives 

(Allen & Rossatto, 2009; Kumashiro, 2001; Leonardo, 2002; Schick, 2000).   At times, 

this resistance seemed to cause disruption not only to my social studies classroom but 

also in other areas of the students’ lives (i.e. conversations with parents, friends, 

teachers, etc.). As Allen and Rossatto (2009) discovered, when privileged students are 

challenged to consider the ways in which they contribute to and are implicated in 

hegemonic practices, they often have difficulty “hearing” what is said and tend to deny 

the “existence of the structured, oppressive realities that are the social inheritance of the 

oppressed” (p. 166). These authors suggest anti-oppressive forms of pedagogy need to 

focus more specifically on the interconnectivity and interdependence between the 

identities of those that gain or are privileged by the oppression and marginalization of 

others. To move beyond overwhelming feelings of guilt or paralysis, they also stress the 

importance of helping privileged students re-construct their identities towards a “more 

positive counter-hegemonic sense of individual-self, group-self and Other” (Allen & 

Rossatto, 2009, p. 171) (See also Kincheloe, 1999, and Schick, 2000). Particular 

attention on my part was required to attend to various levels of student discomfort 

throughout the unit as well as various aspects of identity reconstruction as a whole. For 

example, some students questioned my choice to focus on topics they perceived to be 
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Indigenous ones. This is illustrated in one of Clint’s responses to course content and 

organization when he argued that he wanted, “to not learn about indigenous people. If I 

wanted to learn about that stuff I would have taken native studies.”   This comment can 

be read as a desire on the part of the student to avoid many of the racialized topics 

considered throughout this inquiry. Chapter 5 contains more detailed discussion of 

student responses to course content and conversations.   

While it is important to recognize and account for the forces operating within the 

classroom during research inquiries and the influences they may have on research 

participants, it is also critical to acknowledge that there are various forces at play in the 

classroom at any given time or place. Roman and Stanley (1997) argue many of these 

forces are not “harmoniously nurtur(ing) individual growth and civil responsibility” (p. 

206); rather, they are helping to create classrooms that are “sites of contestation and 

symbolic (sometimes physical) violence; that is, they are sites of hegemonic struggles to 

legitimate some social identities and communities while delegitimating others” (p. 206). 

It is for this reason (as well as many others) that critical research inquiries such as this 

are crucial in order to expose and disrupt dominant discourses and the often 

unproblematized status quo. Rather than shying away from contentious issues involving 

race and power or other types of “difficult knowledge” (Britzman, 1998, p. 2), 

Frankenberg (1993) argues for the development of “strategies to explicitly address and 

subvert some of the power dynamics of racism, as well as the problems of power 

inequity in all research” (p. 30).   

I was reminded of the critical need for these discussions at various times 

throughout the semester. For example, following our examination of McIntosh’s article 
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(1998) which eloquently speaks of the many ways in which people who are racialized 

white enjoy unearned benefits due to their skin colour, a few students who had 

previously remained unengaged in many of the course topics stayed after class to 

continue to discuss and recant personal experiences with white privilege. It appeared this 

discussion, while contentious and uncomfortable for some, was critical and empowering 

for others.  

I was also concerned about issues of exposure on two levels: exposure of the 

racialized and racist understandings of my students and exposure of my own racialized 

and racist understandings. First, as many other ethnographers and autoethnographers 

have noted (Ellis, 2004), I worried about writing something that may be perceived as 

negative by the participants (my students). Some researchers have chosen to deal with 

this concern by sharing only the grouping of raw data (comments, artifact snippets, etc.) 

with the participants rather than any researcher analysis (Ellis, 2004). As already 

outlined, this is the approach I opted to take when I shared the transcripts of their work 

with the participants during their interviews. I worried some students may be troubled by 

anything that appeared to reflect understandings other than the safe, commonsense ones. 

However, I am mindful that these tendencies or reactions would be very telling within 

the scope of this project. Tillmann-Healy (2001) suggests that instead of being brutally 

honest in his or her representations, a researcher should strive to be lovingly honest.  

Perhaps this is achieved through the recognition and acknowledgment of one’s 

perceptions as rooted in and indicative of his or her prior understandings and experiences 

rather than employing these perceptions to determine the essentialized worth of the 

student.  
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Along similar lines I am aware that at times, I too became concerned with sharing 

any reflections or understandings that may be perceived as negative. As Ellis (2004) and 

Ellis and Bochner (2000) note, autoethnographic work involves extensive personal 

exposure as researchers reveal much about themselves. Undoubtedly, this exposure has 

very real personal and professional consequences (Ellis, 2004; Warren, 2011). From the 

onset, I understood that by exposing and reflecting on my personal understandings, I 

would be divulging many thoughts that are based on racist, discriminatory 

understandings. For example, even with my somewhat more critical understanding of 

whiteness and its structuring devices, at times I still found it difficult to disrupt and 

consequently expose the dominant discourses reproducing meritocratic and 

individualistic claims.  Perhaps even more overwhelming was my developing sense of 

the ways in which I influenced the learning environment and hence what students 

believe. I found this to be so incredibly humbling as it often became obvious that I was 

involved in a delicately orchestrated exercise to get students to think how and what I 

wanted them to. While I wanted to claim that the work I was doing was in an effort to 

disrupt dominant narratives, I clearly intended to lead students towards my 

understandings. I struggled with differentiating these understandings from those of pre-

ordained truths.  While I would like to believe that these disruptions and critiques are 

more flexible and complex than traditional understandings of ‘truth’, they still represent 

my version. Consequently, I also struggled with how my critical motivations related to 

my assessment of student work. Was I honouring the validity of their work even if they 

reached conclusions based on more traditional, normative discourses? Or was I merely 

supporting the continued perpetuation of colonial power and dominance behind a mask 
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of perceived “goodness” (Thompson, 2003, p. 17) which so many theorists caution about 

(Jeffery, 2007; Mackey, 2002; Thompson, 2003) as I proclaim critical, social justice 

oriented principles but fall short of ensuring their actualization?   

While I knew it was necessary, it was difficult at times to commit these struggles 

and reflections to print for all to see. However, I am aware that this is the tough, tension 

filled work that needed to be done and I certainly could not ask more of the participants 

than I was willing to do myself.  If I was committed to exposing the forces within the 

classroom and society at large that privileged those racialized white and marginalized 

others racialized non-white, it needed to start and end with me - the person, the teacher 

and the researcher.  

 

4.3 A closer look at the unit as planned 

Prior to critically examining students’ perceptions of their racialization and the 

many ways I contribute to and am implicated in these perceptions, it is important to 

consider how I planned and organized the activities, discussions, and projects for this 

unit of study. I began this Change and Culture unit by working with students to examine 

prior understandings and beliefs about our own personal identities as well as the national 

identity of Canada. As part of this introductory section, I shared a few jokes that took a 

humorous look at stereotypical behaviours and characteristics of Canadians, we viewed a 

video entitled, Canadian identity (Classroom Video, 1991), students presented their 

perceptions of their personal identity as well as the national identity of Canada in a 

creative collage assignment, and we deconstructed an article entitled, “Our Canada: Our 

People” (Canada and the World, n.d.).  Following this brief introduction to personal and 
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national identities, the unit was divided into three modules. These modules were 

designed to engage students in an examination of the historical and contemporary 

relationships between groups within Canada. The first module was designed to trace the 

relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous (primarily Euro-white) peoples in 

Canada from the time of contact/colonization to the present. The second module traced 

the relationships between English and French peoples in Canada. Finally, the third 

module was a brief exploration of multiculturalism and the lived experiences of 

immigrants arriving in Canada. 

The first module was designed to encourage students to consider the relationship 

between European explorers, white settlers, and governments with Indigenous peoples. I 

began this module by having the students examine an article recently published in 

Maclean’s magazine entitled, “Canada’s Worst Neighbourhood” (Gatehouse, 2007) in an 

effort to situate the inquiry in a context they would be familiar with to greater or lesser 

extent. Following some reflection prompts, students were asked to consider some of the 

issues highlighted in the article such as increasing levels of poverty, gang and drug 

activity, the growing gap between rich and poor, educational inequity, and the 

disproportionate number of Indigenous peoples living in the described areas. This article 

was used as a starting point to discuss the disparity between the lived experiences of 

people within our city that are often drawn along racial lines. The module then was 

centered in two inquiries, “how did we get here?”  and “so where do we go from here?”  

In order to explore “how did we get here,” students were asked to consider Canada’s 

shared history including the period of contact, the ensuing relationships built around the 

fur trade, initial settlement in eastern Canada, settlement of the West including the 
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signing of the numbered treaties, Métis resistance on the prairies, the implementation of 

the Indian Act, and related developments like the establishment of residential schools 

and the 60s scoop. We concluded this examination of Canada’s historical trajectory by 

considering the political events in the latter part of the 20th and early 21st century 

including the entrenchment of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, attempts at 

constitutional reform and the Federal Government’s residential schools apology and 

settlement package.  Throughout this consideration, I worked with students to repeatedly 

categorize the various events and acts of legislation as one of the four models of 

acculturation (annihilation, segregation, assimilation, and integration as outlined by the 

Social Studies 30 curriculum) and critically discuss underlying motives and 

understandings of the involved individuals and groups. This included the consideration 

of concepts like ethnocentrism and power.  

For the final piece of this module, students were asked to participate in a 

performance task in which they were required to submit a proposal of their plan for 

“where do we go from here” to a level of government, an organization, or an individual 

of their choice. This assignment started with the assumption that regardless of particular 

views, there is probably some agreement that past actions have not worked to create an 

equitable nation in the present. The students were then required to demonstrate their 

understandings of what we had discussed within the prescribed format. They were to 

critically examine the assumptions and worldviews of mainstream dominant society, 

critically consider past events to determine what has worked and what has not (to 

establish an equitable nation), and thoughtfully suggest a new way forward in an effort to 

work toward social justice and ethical relationality.  
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The second module was designed to encourage students to consider the 

relationship between French and English peoples in Canada. I chose to open this topic 

with a Rough Cuts video entitled the X-Change (“X-Change,” 2002) wherein an English 

speaking college student from Edmonton traded lives with a young French speaking man 

from Montreal for a ten day period. During this period of time, each lived in his 

counterpart’s home, spent time with his family and friends, and experienced some of the 

lived realities of his world. It was my hope that the personal narratives and experiences 

of these two young men would personalize this topic for my students increasing their 

level of engagement. Specifically, I was hoping to disrupt the dominant discourses that 

often circulate in predominantly English speaking Western Canada regarding the 

language and sovereignty rights of French Canadians. Following a deconstruction of this 

television episode, I encouraged students to share their prior knowledge and 

understandings of French and English relations in Canada. Specifically, I attempted to 

frame the issue as one of two cultures attempting to interact and develop a working 

relationship within Canada. We discussed the inequitable distribution of power between 

cultures in Canada and attempted to consider the motivations and concerns of the 

minoritized Quebecois.  

From these present day reflections, the students and I travelled back in time to 

trace the historical relationships between the French and English in North America 

including the settlement of New France, the ensuing fight over control of Canada, and 

early pieces of legislation like the Quebec Act 1774, the Constitutional Act 1791, and the 

British North America Act 1867. We then considered three points of conflict involving 

these two cultures; the Western Rebellions, the Manitoba Schools Question, and the 
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conscription crisis during WWI. Next we studied the rise of nationalism in Quebec 

through the Quiet Revolution, the October Crisis in 1970, and the establishment of the 

Parti Quebecois.  During the next part of this module, I worked with the students to 

critically consider how this relationship was affected by the repatriation of the 

Constitution in 1982, and more recent attempts at constitutional change with the Meech 

Lake and Charlottetown Accords.  

Throughout this tracing of past and present events and relationships, I once again 

encouraged students to consider the models of acculturation (annihilation, segregation, 

assimilation, accommodation) and how these were employed throughout the interactions 

of the French and the English.   I also prompted students to consider if (and then how) 

these models were applied differently by the English in their dealings with the French 

than they had been in their dealings with Indigenous peoples. As students recognized 

how different approaches were employed, I encouraged consideration of why these 

differences existed. We concluded this module with a critical examination of this 

relationship in Canada today. Specifically, I asked students to suggest what they believed 

might be done to address the current tensions between French and English in Canada.   

Finally, the last module of this unit included a two-day examination of 

multiculturalism and the experiences of new peoples arriving in Canada. Specifically, 

students were required to complete short readings on multiculturalism, immigration and 

citizenship, and discrimination in Canada (Quinlan et al., 2008).  We also examined 

McIntosh’s (1998) article, "White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.”  

Unfortunately due to time restraints, this final module was very short in comparison to 
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the other two modules. It was clear throughout our activities and discussions that more 

time certainly could have been spent dealing with issues and topics within this module.   
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CHAPTER 5: EMERGING THEMES AND PATTERNS 

5.1 How do I perceive my own racialization and how does this perception 

influence my understandings, life experiences, and ultimately, my teaching? 

Inquiries framed in purely ethnographic terms require researchers to be 

significantly self-aware and reflexive throughout the research inquiry. As previously 

argued, it seems as though my connection to this project as researcher, as teacher, and as 

an individual who grew up within the same community in which the research was 

conducted requires something more authentic and nuanced than a token nod to 

reflexivity (Pillow, 2003).  It is critical for me to recognize, acknowledge, and critically 

examine my own position both in and outside this research endeavour. I am racialized 

white, English speaking, middle-class, heterosexual, Christian, female who is married. I 

am a Canadian teacher (and mother, wife, daughter, sister, friend, colleague) with 

thirteen years of teaching experience in a mid-size urban centre. I was born and raised in 

this same community and I attended the local elementary, middle years, and high 

schools. While the focus of this inquiry is clearly on understanding both my and my 

students’ perceptions of (particularly white) racialization, as much of the research 

illustrates (Akom, 2008; Allen, 1994; Frankenberg, 1993; Sleeter & Bernal, 2004) it is 

difficult to segregate an aspect of one’s identity from the multitude of other aspects as 

they are infinitely and symbiotically interconnected.  

I am aware of some of the ways certain subject positions were being overtly 

produced throughout my childhood (like gender, for example), but the construction of 

my racialized subject position was relatively invisible. Specifically, I cannot recall a 

single time in which I was directly taught that I was a white, middle class person or what 
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exactly this meant for me (or others like me or alternatively, for others who are not like 

me). Because of the ways in which my personal experiences and understandings were 

framed as non-racial in nature, the unnamed production of white normativity is evident. 

However, I do remember many of the overarching values and principles that were 

continually emphasized as I was growing up which I now understand have helped me 

construct my perception of both my racialization and socio-economic self. As the 

descendants of European settlers (colonizers, or what Mulholland (2009) refers to as 

settler-invaders), both sides of my extended family had homesteads in Saskatchewan. 

Through the ways in which these people and their experiences were portrayed to me, I 

came to understand that my ancestors arrived in Canada to work hard and carve out new 

lives for themselves. As farmers, they labored many hours every day, often under 

difficult circumstances. Despite these challenges, their hard work and tenacious 

determination allowed them to experience success, or so the story was told to me. From 

these beginnings, future generations of my extended family have continued to labour to 

create and to capitalize on the many opportunities presented to them. Through this 

framing of our family and social history, I came to understand that hard work and 

determination made anything possible.  Even as I reflect on these (and many other) 

dominant discourses now through a more critical lens, the pull to believe these narratives 

and the promises they embody is compelling.  

Because these powerful discourses, through the stories I was told, were frequently 

(re)produced throughout my life, they have helped me to construct many of my 

understandings about the nature of this world (more specifically, Canada) and what it is 

that I should value (and therefore promote and defend). Of central importance was the 
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concept of fairness. I was led to believe that the world is (or at least should be) fair for 

everyone.  Throughout my life, fairness was discursively connected to the concept of 

equality. To be seen to be fair, individuals should endeavour to treat everyone equally. It 

directly followed that if everyone was treated equally, then fairness would be achieved.   

These ideals were repeated and implemented constantly in our family home. For 

example, if one of my sisters received a present or special treat of some kind, the other 

two were assured to receive the same (or equivalent) luxury. The monetary value of 

birthday and Christmas gifts was (and still is) recorded and tallied to the nearest dollar. 

Even today if one of my sisters is invited to my parents’ home for supper, either this 

invitation will be extended to all of us, or each of us in turn can anticipate a subsequent 

invite.  As a result of these (and many other) early life experiences and the ways in 

which my parents, extended family, neighbours, and peers constructed these beliefs, I 

came to understand the world as fair, reasonable, and generally a good place.  

These dominant discourses also helped to (re)construct my understanding of what I 

needed to be like or be able to do in order to be successful.  Regardless of the particulars, 

I should always ‘take the bull by the horns’ and ‘be an eager beaver’ so that I might 

‘always go for the whole hog’ for the ‘world is my oyster’ (James, 2009).  If I worked 

hard and did my best, I came to believe that I could accomplish anything I set my mind 

to (and just to be really clear, at no time was not working hard an option). This 

commitment to hard work, perseverance, and excellence was demonstrated repeatedly 

throughout my childhood. I will never forget the day I came home to inform my parents 

that I had earned a 98% on my Grade 12 calculus final exam--the best mark in my class. 

After the almost obligatory congratulations, my dad questioned where the other 2% had 
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gone. Also indicative of this mentality was the constantly circulating adage, “good, 

better, best…never let it rest ‘til the good is better and the better is best.”  To this day, I 

can still hear my grandpa reminding me that 90% of people die in bed, so you might as 

well get up and do something. Clearly, these values and principles, continually 

articulated to me throughout my childhood, are supported by and interwoven with the 

dominant discourses of meritocracy, neutrality, equality, colourblindness, and 

individualism. While these values and principles were not explicitly framed in socio-

economic, racial, gender, (or any other aspect of my identity) terms, they did (and still 

do) differentially (re)construct identities within Canadian society.   

I am not sure when I first began to notice the existence of inconsistencies between 

these idealistic values and principles and the lived experiences of many individuals and 

groups within society. There is one early experience that stands out as significantly 

affecting my sense of awareness with respect to my racialized positioning. I knew 

(because I had been raised to believe) that everyone is equal. But I also remember being 

somewhat conscious that either this was not exactly the case or that it was just maybe not 

that straightforward.  Then on one particular day, my family was driving through an 

inner-city neighbourhood. I remember inferring from the condition of the homes and 

businesses in the area that this was a poorer area of town than the one we lived in. When 

we were stopped at a stop sign, a young, racialized non-white man crossed the street 

behind our car. With a surprising sense of urgency, I was told to lock my door.  When I 

asked why, I was told that ‘this’ place was dangerous. In that instance, I not only learned 

that the inner-city neighbourhood was dangerous but so too were the people who lived in 

this community. This realization caught me off guard and I found myself wondering if 
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the danger of the place and its people was connected to poverty or to their racialization. 

Inside, I was furious at my parents because I knew it was wrong to be racist or to 

otherwise prejudge or discriminate for these were the ideals that were constructed for me 

at home and in school while I was growing up. Yet from this experience (and others like 

it), my understanding of equality morphed into the awareness that while everyone is 

supposed to be equal, how individuals and groups are treated and positioned in relation 

to social, economic and political structures is anything but equal (Tupper, 2009).  

While I am hesitant to suggest that I was unaware that racism or other forms of 

discrimination existed, these realities seemed to be far removed (both in time and place) 

from my lived reality. I now recognize that I was generally oblivious to or dysconscious 

(King, 1991) of many issues of inequity due to racialization, class, gender, sexuality, or 

other aspects of one’s identity.  This ignorance allowed certain aspects of my identity, 

like my whiteness, to remain invisible and thus unexamined. As such, the ways in which 

I constructed myself (and the world around me) through the perpetuation of dominant 

discourses espousing the values of equality and fairness (and many others) were not 

often nor significantly challenged throughout my childhood. My constructions of my 

own identity as well as my understandings of Canada and Canadians seemed to be 

mostly supported within the rather homogenous middle-class, English speaking, 

racialized white community in which I grew up. I had relatively little exposure during 

my childhood to racialized Others.  
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5.1.1 Extending my understandings 

Following high school, I entered a post-secondary education program at the local 

university. In the secondary program stream as a social studies major, I specifically 

recall learning about issues related to diversity and inclusion in the classroom. I even 

successfully completed one particular course exploring multicultural education. While I 

cannot recall specific topics discussed, my perceptions of myself and Canadian society 

were not significantly altered. Overarching understandings of fairness and equality 

remained reinforcing the narratives of my childhood. Although the course explored the 

existence of discrimination in some places in Canada during certain historical periods, it 

did so in way that did not challenge my historical consciousness. From this experience, I 

ascertained, in an overly simplistic way, that I needed to ensure that I worked to prevent 

inequality in my classroom by creating an inclusive space for these ‘other’ students. 

Clearly these views represented a very limited understanding of multicultural education: 

one intent on helping students who are racialized non-white (or otherwise constructed as 

the Other) fit into mainstream education and on celebrating diversity and equality within 

the school (Varma-Joshi, 2004).  As Kumarshiro identifies (2000), I understood 

multicultural education as a teaching for and about the Other. In turn, my understanding 

reinforced the dominant discourses of liberal multiculturalism in Canada further 

reproducing the very nationalist narratives that I critiqued earlier in this discussion.    

Following my first university degree, I worked and travelled abroad for a little 

more than four years. Even though much of my time was spent in predominantly 

Western and English speaking nations (England and Australia), it was during this time 

that I began to develop a more critical awareness of diversity and lived realities of 
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‘others’. During this time, I lived in areas with considerably more diversity than I had in 

my childhood. It was during a trip to New Zealand in particular that my exposure to 

individuals racialized non-white prompted me to significantly reconsider my awareness 

and understanding of issues of race and power in Canada. During a sightseeing tour in 

New Zealand, I was able to participate in one particular excursion in which we visited a 

replica of a traditional Maori community and watched a traditional celebration. I 

thoroughly enjoyed and was intrigued by the experience because of the ways in which 

the Maori were (re)produced in this space. While I can now recognize the ways I might 

have been fascinated by the exoticized Other (Akom, 2008; Leonardo, 2004; Schick, 

2000; Sleeter & Bernal, 2004) for me this experience was also the beginning of deeper, 

more critical sense of awareness. Thus while I have critiqued liberal multiculturalism, 

this experience illustrates how it can be a beginning place for future critical 

understandings. 

As I continued my travels in New Zealand, I came to be increasingly aware of how 

differently the Maori seemed to be perceived and portrayed (in the spaces I observed) 

compared to Indigenous peoples in Canada. For example, Maori cultural influences 

(artifacts, artistic representations, practices, and ceremonies) seemed to be more 

predominantly displayed throughout the places I visited than was the case for Indigenous 

peoples in Canada. While the dominance of these cultural influences could be dismissed 

as commodifying the culture rather than authentically attempting to include those 

racialized non-white in the dominant national narrative, to me it did construct (and 

thereby position) the Maori as significant peoples within New Zealand’s development. 

This portrayal of the Indigenous peoples of New Zealand felt different to me than the 
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production of First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples in Canada. Certainly the Maori 

have faced and continue to face significant issues of inequity, racism, marginalization 

and oppression. Yet I felt they were held in higher regard by many of the people I 

encountered in New Zealand compared to Indigenous peoples in Canada. This was the 

first time that I remember consciously recognizing, acknowledging and questioning why 

Indigenous peoples in Canada are not positioned in the same way as people who are 

racialized white.   

Operating within a consciousness shaped by and through whiteness and its 

structuring devices, my musings at the time were shaped by discursive practices in which 

I distanced myself (and others like me) from social inequity and placed the onus on 

Indigenous peoples to address these imbalances.   I distinctly remember positing that 

Indigenous peoples really should ‘market’ themselves better in Canada. I noted how First 

Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples could certainly learn a lot from the Maori of New 

Zealand. At no time did I recognize my complicity in these productions and 

understandings or acknowledge the ways in which I am produced by and privileged 

within the racialized hierarchy in Canada.  

Following my travels, I returned to my hometown to begin my teaching career in 

Canada. After a brief period of substitute teaching, I was able to secure a short term 

teaching position at MacKenzie Road Collegiate which is located within the same school 

district as the schools I had attended as a child. When my first short term contract was 

over, I was offered another short-term contract for the remainder of the school year and 

then a fulltime contract for the fall. I remained a social studies teacher at this school until 

the end of the school year in which I completed this research.  
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During my first few years at MacKenzie Road, I continued to perceive my 

racialization (as well as issues of power and privilege within society) in very uncritical 

ways. For example, I specifically recall attending a school wide assembly organized by 

our ACT 2000 group (a student leadership committee intent on anti-racist education). 

Rather than reconsidering my perceptions, steeped as they were in whiteness and the 

myths of meritocracy and colourblindness, I questioned the need for this initiative.  I 

distinctly remember thinking, do we still need to be talking about this….isn’t racism a 

thing of the past? This naïve thought obviously runs counter to the somewhat more 

critical awareness I seemed to be developing in my travels to New Zealand.  It is 

illustrative of my own very limited understanding of racism at the time, an understanding 

deeply informed by white normativity. I was viewing racism as the prejudice and 

discrimination suffered in the past by those racialized black. It is clear that constructing 

racism in this white normative way, I was ignoring the ongoing realities of oppression 

experienced by many peoples who are racialized non-white. I was ignoring my own 

positionality, and because of this, now see how I have been implicated in and privileged 

by injustice and inequitable relations within Canada. Clearly, I was not engaging 

critically in issues of race, power, and privilege on a personal level, nor was I critically 

engaging my students in these topics.   

To be honest, I am not sure when I began to be more critically aware of issues of 

race, power, and privilege as they relate to my present life and the lives of others. There 

is no one defining moment but rather a series of moments/ruptures that have allowed me 

to become more critically aware of multiple oppressions and how they are sustained over 

time. As I gradually taught the higher level (grade 11 and 12) social studies courses more 
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often, I became increasingly frustrated with the contradictory sentiments expressed both 

in my classroom and around the school as a whole. While students seemed to be 

constructing Canada as a multicultural, bilingual, diverse nation, they also seemed to 

either explicitly or implicitly (or both) perpetuate many discriminatory attitudes and 

understandings.  I am unsure as to where or when my awareness of these perceptions 

surfaced specifically, but I was certainly frustrated at this disconnect. Interestingly, I did 

not so profoundly recognize this disconnect in myself.  Likely as Goodman (2001) 

suggests, as a privileged person, I was (and still am) able to have a lack of awareness or 

consciousness of my positionality and the privileges it affords me as well as a lack of 

awareness of the positionality and oppression of others. Needless to say, I was at a loss 

as to how to effectively address these inconsistencies in the classroom. This inability to 

effectively confront and deal with these issues in the classroom (or in other aspects of 

my life) seems to speak not only to my personal lack of critical awareness and 

understanding of the social construct of race and processes of racialization (and my own 

racialization) but also to the inadequate consideration of these complexities within the 

teacher education program I attended (Cappello, 2012). 

As I was struggling to even identify and name these discrepancies (let al.one teach 

for disruption and more critical understandings), a pre-service intern from the local 

university introduced me to Peggy McIntosh’s (1998) article, “White Privilege: 

Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.”  For me, this experience was truly transformative.  

Almost instantly, the issues and topics that I had been struggling to identify and come to 

terms with began to come into focus. White privilege was exactly what I had been 

struggling to identify in the classroom and it was exactly what I recognized (to a limited 
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degree) as embedded in my own understandings. It was as if on that day I was shown a 

well-concealed (if not hidden) entrance to a whole other world. As Critical Race theorists 

describe, I was introduced to a counter-story, a narrative other than the one I had 

believed for so long. While I certainly do not (and can not) claim to have a complete 

understanding of issues of race, processes of racialization, power, and privilege in 

Canada, I do believe for me personally, there certainly is no turning back; this is a 

journey I will be on for the remainder of my life.   

From a rather naïve, uncritical, and privileged position, I have begun a slow and 

often painstaking process of recognizing the ways in which I am privileged within our 

racialized society.  As part of this process, I have obviously come to recognize that many 

of the ways in which I have previously identified myself (and others like me) are not 

reasonable. I have come to a heightened sense of awareness as to the ways in which I 

(and others like me) have been constructed (more specifically racialized) by dominant 

discourses, including nationalist narratives, and how I am privileged (and others 

marginalized and oppressed) by these versions of truth.   Now rather than understanding 

the world as a fair, reasonable, and good place, I recognize that these values and ideals 

often only apply to those who are well positioned because of their power and social 

privilege. Often it is only from a privileged position at the top of a racialized hierarchy, 

that the world seems fair, reasonable and inherently good.     

Continuing to work to develop a deeper understanding of the ways in which I am 

racialized white in Canadian society and the privileging that this positionality affords 

me, I am still repeatedly surprised. Most often, I am struck by the incredibly uncritical 

nature of many of my assumptions and understandings and of the power of the 



 

 

186 

structuring forces of whiteness in society.  I am repeatedly humbled when my whiteness 

is exposed. One of the most enlightening and powerful racial experiences occurred for 

me when I took a double-course offering at the First Nations University of Canada 

(FNUC).  I was in the midst of working on my graduate work at the university and 

continuing to struggle to more authentically teach for diversity in culturally relevant 

ways in my high school classroom. During a spring/summer semester, FNUC offered a 

six credit hour course aimed at facilitating the integration of Indigenous knowledges and 

Indigenous epistemologies in the classroom. I jumped at the opportunity to take this 

combined course and anxiously awaited its commencement. I was hopeful of what I 

would learn and what I would be able to take back to my classroom.  Rather naively, I 

spent very little time considering the ways in which these sessions would fundamentally 

challenge my understandings of myself and the world around me.  I had no idea how 

profoundly this experience would (re)construct me and what I know about Canada.  

From the moment I first walked into the classroom, I was acutely aware of a 

number of things. First, for perhaps the first time in my life, I was not a member of the 

racialized majority.  While I cannot say that I had ever consciously noted being a part of 

the racialized majority, I can certainly attest that I was acutely aware of how this was no 

longer the case. Being able to remain relatively oblivious of my racialized positioning in 

most aspects of my life has clearly afforded me the opportunity to remain relatively 

ignorant of issues of race, processes of racialization, power, and privilege and to opt in 

and out of these issues whimsically – a privilege that is most likely not shared by many 

racialized non-white.  It has also afforded me the benefit of being able to avoid 
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significant exposure to, and authentic interaction with, diverse peoples. For perhaps the 

first time in my life, I was acutely aware of my own racialization, my whiteness.  

Another realization quickly followed. It was obvious that I knew significantly less 

about the material and topics discussed than many (if not most) of the other students in 

the classroom. I did not have the background with or exposure to cultural knowledge, 

practices and artifacts discussed and demonstrated throughout the class sessions. For 

example, the first time the professor conversed with some of the students in Cree, I 

nearly fell out of my chair. My mind was racing. What? I do not belong here. I cannot do 

this. I am so lost. There is no way I can do this. I will never know as much as others do. I 

do not belong here. Perhaps I should leave. 

In this instant, my world was turned upside down. I had always been able to be 

relatively successful in school. I had always been able to find a way to belong in school. 

If I applied myself, I could always “do school.” Most often, I did not feel inadequate in 

the classroom. But suddenly, all of this was no longer true. The game had changed. I was 

no longer confident in my abilities. I was very aware that I had significantly less 

background knowledge and fewer prior understandings to draw from than many of the 

other students. I was not sure that even if I worked really hard and invested significantly 

more time and energy than I normally had to, that I would be successful. Again, I 

thought …what? I do not belong here. I cannot do this. I am so lost. There was no way I 

can do this. I will never know as much as others do. I do not belong here. Perhaps I 

should leave. 

I did not leave. But I did withdraw. I did not seek out interactions with my peers. 

In fact, I did whatever I could to avoid interactions.  I worried that as soon as I opened 
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my mouth, it would be really obvious to everyone else that I did not know as much as I 

perceived that they knew. I did not want to put myself in this position. I did not want to 

admit my ignorance. I did not want to look stupid. I certainly did not want to be 

perceived racist. So I did not volunteer my thoughts. I did not ask questions.  I listened. I 

attempted to research what I did not know or understand. I avoided engaging with others 

in any way that I could. Even during break times, I would go out of my way to disengage 

from discussions or interactions with others in the class. However, eventually there came 

a point that I had to approach my professor for clarification on one of the assignments. I 

practiced my questions extensively prior to meeting with her. I rehearsed my statements. 

I prepared in advance so that during this interaction, I would not have to expose my 

ignorance. Ironically, I actually remember very little about how this interaction played 

out.  I do remember a profound sense of relief when it was over so I can only imagine 

that I was satisfied that my ignorance remained concealed, my white privilege intact.  

This situation was a tremendous learning experience for me. I discovered, if only 

in a small way, how it feels to be acutely aware of my racialization and how it feels to be 

acutely aware of my own inadequacies or lack of understanding.  I came to understand to 

some extent how it feels to be inadequate because of my positionality.  My background 

knowledge and prior understandings were not reflected in what I was learning.  I (and 

others like me) were not affirmed in and through the narratives featured in class (Tupper 

et al., 2010).  In some ways I discovered how it feels to be silenced even if it was self-

imposed and what if might feel like to not belong.  In a very small way for a very limited 

time, I discovered how it feels to be the Other in a classroom. Is this how minoritized 

students feel in dominant school spaces, like my classroom?  
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But while this learning experience was a life-changing one for me, I can appreciate 

how it would still be tremendously different than what is experienced by many who are 

racialized non-white in dominant society because at the end of each class, I could, and 

did, leave.  And because of this exit, the world was “righted” again. I knew the rules 

again. I could ignore my racialization again. My positionality affirmed my adequacy 

again. I had the background knowledge and prior understandings that were necessary 

again. I was no longer silenced. The identity that was constructed for and by me was re-

affirmed.  I belonged again.  

As limited as this experience was, it was transformative. What I had come to 

somewhat understand at a cognitive level, I was now able (in a very limited way) to feel 

on an affective level.  I could better appreciate the many ways in which my own 

classroom specifically, and schools more generally, operate as white spaces. It was with 

these deeper and more nuanced understandings that I returned to my classroom. I was 

more aware but I was also significantly more humbled. My understanding of just how 

pervasive and intricately woven issues of race and processes of racialization are within 

Canadian society had increased significantly. I was also humbled by my deeper 

appreciation for the critical and complex role schools and teachers play in ongoing 

processes of racialization.  

While my experiences at First Nations University of Canada were pivotal in the 

enduring development of my perception of my racialization, I continue to develop more 

nuanced understandings through a variety of other experiences.  For example, I am often 

reminded of the ways in which I am frequently privileged as a result of my racialized 

positioning and as one who is normally familiar and comfortable with dominant spaces. 
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In the semester directly following the gathering of this research data, I invited the Elder-

in-residence at MacKenzie Road into my Social Studies 30 classes8. As was school 

protocol, I had booked specific time with the Elder through our centralized booking 

system. Within an open message box, I specified the material we had been discussing in 

class and what I hoped the Elder could speak to during our time together.  Clearly this 

administrative booking system does not honour the appropriate processes and protocols 

within Indigenous communities with respect to the sharing of knowledge or 

understandings by an Elder nor does it respect the importance of relationality; however, 

as it was the common system used, I booked time with the Elder accordingly.  

As our sessions approached, and in light of my understanding of First Nations 

protocol, I acquired tobacco and prepared to present it as an offering to the Elder. 

Because this experience was relatively new to me as a racialized white person in a white 

normative space, I was nervous about what I would say specifically and how the session 

would go. I practiced the presentation of the tobacco and prepared my students to 

participate in a talking circle. As the day arrived, I took my class to the library. I 

nervously stammered through my presentation of tobacco to the Elder and sat down 

relieved that this portion of the period was over. I expected that the remainder of the 

session would proceed relatively smoothly. However, I could not have been more 

mistaken. Our Anishnaabe Elder clarified the cultural meaning of the presentation of the 

tobacco and drew attention to this and other misconceptions I had demonstrated. I was 

                                                 
8 While this particular experience actually occurred following the conclusion of my data-
gathering, I have described it here because of the way in which it epitomizes my 
evolving understanding of the ways in which my racialization affects my beliefs, 
understandings, and pedagogy.  
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mortified and humiliated. It was all I could do to carry on with the session. As I worked 

my way through my humiliation, I was incredibly angry. How dare she chastise me! 

How dare she chastise me in front of my students! At least I was trying to do the right 

thing. Do I not get credit for that? I certainly will not do this again. I do not need the 

hassle. This is ridiculous.  

As I continued to sit in the talking circle feeling humiliated and looking for ways to 

escape from this experience, I began to reflect more critically on my reaction to the Elder 

and her criticisms. My immediate response clearly demonstrated the ways in which I 

attempted to reposition myself within this scenario. Rather than take responsibility for 

my misunderstandings and misrepresentations, I chose to lash out (in my own mind 

anyway) and reconstruct myself as someone who was trying to do the right thing, in 

other words, as a good white person (Schick, 2000; Thompson, 2003).  Rather than 

working to establish ethical relationality (Donald, 2009), my reaction was to attempt to 

(re)produce whiteness. Generally, my whiteness in this white space protected me from 

feeling uncomfortable and ignorant. I did not usually find myself in a position where I 

was not immediately comfortable. I did not generally find myself in a precarious position 

like this one because I usually know and understand the rules. I generally know how the 

game is played and hence, can (and do) avoid putting myself in these situations. I can 

easily avoid taking risks because my racialized whiteness protects me from having to do 

so.   

My perception of my racialization and my increased awareness of issues of race, 

processes of racialization, power, and privilege have developed further during and 

through my relatively new experiences as a parent. The inherent inequity, lack of 
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fairness, and abject cruelty embedded in and realized through past and present national 

policies and practices seems increasingly more unjust as I view these realities through 

the eyes of a parent.  I am physically sickened as I watch CBC’s (Hunka, 2012) footage 

of the graves of children who died at residential schools. I am brought to tears as I listen 

to a residential schools survivor talk about his experiences both at the school and upon 

his return home.  The thought that anyone (let al.one the Government of Canada working 

on behalf of its citizens – which includes me) could do this to thousands of children 

seems even more incomprehensible than it had in the past.  What if that had been done to 

my daughter? While this thought sickens me, I also need to acknowledge another 

disturbing one. Because of the way I am racially positioned within Canada, this 

horrifying experience will likely never happen to my daughter.  My white privilege and 

its power protects me from these (and other similar sorts of) experiences. However, the 

same cannot be said about the daughters of non-white Others in Canada. One only needs 

to consider the disproportionate number of missing Indigenous women in Canada today 

to recognize this ongoing racialized reality (Amnesty International Canada, retrieved 19 

May 2013).  

As I listen to nationalist narratives circulating throughout the school and within 

society, I wonder about the ways I am going to thoughtfully and critically teach my little 

girl about race and processes of racialization (as well as gender, class, and the many 

other aspects of her (and others’) identity). How am I going to explicitly teach her about 

the ways she is privileged? How am I going to ensure she encounters diversity in more 

authentic and critically conscious ways? How will I be able to offer counter narratives in 

ways that will disrupt nationalist narratives and dominant discourses for her? I also 
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wonder about all that I might teach when I am not being critical enough. What is she 

going to learn when I imply that some people in some areas are dangerous? I certainly 

feel a moral imperative and urgent need to lead a more critical life for the sake of my 

daughter.  

My perception of my racialization and its connection to privilege is certainly 

evolving. Undoubtedly, I am now significantly more aware and more critical of the ways 

in which my racialization influences and privileges me. Yet there are times I also find 

myself uncritically perpetuating dominant discourses and nationalist narratives that 

sustain and protect my own privilege. The reality that I can move in and out of a state of 

critical awareness or consciousness speaks to the power of my ongoing privilege.  

Ultimately, this variability within my state of critical consciousness can serve me well. I 

am able to claim critical consciousness at certain times and construct myself as one 

committed to social justice ideals. However when convenient, I can hide behind my 

whiteness and continue to reap the political, economic, and social benefits.  It is with this 

emerging sense of awareness and understanding of my own racialization and its 

connection to privilege that I planned for and implemented the Social Studies 30 

curricula in the fall of 2011.  

 

5.2 Developing a more nuanced appreciations of students’ perceptions 

These patterns or themes are the synthesis of my understandings with respect to 

the students’ thoughts, understandings, and actions. But as Schram (2006) notes, “the 

representation or interpretation you [the researcher] construct of people’s lives and 

behaviour is neither ‘theirs’ nor ‘yours’. Instead, it is built upon the points of 
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understanding and misunderstanding that occur between you and them” (p. 95). Lewis 

(2008) goes further to recognize how these stories themselves “are fluid, dynamic, and 

alive; they are not static… they are always shifting, changing, reworked by the temporal 

entanglements of humans” (p. 4). Thus when asked, “how can one ‘listen’ to the 

storytelling (of others) without reinterpreting the story?” (p. 5), Lewis (2008) responds, 

“it is impossible because the storyteller herself has already done that. And with each 

telling she will continue to rework, reinterpret and reperform her story” (pp. 5-6). With 

this in mind, these patterns or themes represent my understandings at this time, in this 

place. 

 

5.2.1 (re) Constructing identities through the perpetuation of nationalist 

discourses 

As previously stated, it was the seemingly uncritical acceptance and perpetuation 

of nationalist discourses and their supporting narratives that motivated me to undertake 

this research in the first place; hence I was not surprised to see evidence of these 

discourses right from the onset of this Social Studies course.  While these discourses 

surfaced at a variety of different times, they were most obviously evident at the 

beginning of the particular unit in which this research was situated. Students were asked 

to consider what they perceived to be Canada’s national identity. In order to prompt their 

reflections, we examined three jokes playing on the stereotypical image of Canada and 

Canadians. One of the extended jokes deliberately played on the ridiculousness of many 

of the stereotypical images - specifically the weather, Canada’s natural habitat, and the 

close association with the USA.  Students then viewed a video entitled, Canada’s 
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identity (Classroom Video, 1991), which described Canada as a nation valuing freedom, 

democratic rights, equality, and fairness. Canada was explicitly described as friendly, 

diverse, independent, strong, gentle, peace loving, respectful and tolerant. The prominent 

issues that affect dominant notions of Canadian identity were framed to be regionalism, 

French-English relations, multiculturalism, First Nations Issues, and the influence of the 

USA. In order to disrupt these discourses, the students and I engaged in an ensuing 

discussion as to whether or not there is a gap between these ideals and lived realities.  

Students were also required to consider the section, “Our People: The National 

Mood” from a reading entitled, “Our Canada” (Canada and the World, n.d.). This piece 

discussed the overarching question, “Who are we?” with subheadings that included 

tolerance, religion, visible minorities, languages, trust, youth, political apathy, and 

unhealthy lifestyles. Students were asked to consider the claims being made and decide 

which they agreed with and which they did not. It was my hope that this activity would 

encourage them to critically consider the claims being made about the identity of Canada 

and Canadians. The final piece of this introductory examination of Canada’s identity was 

an individual visual project requiring the students to creatively display their beliefs about 

their own individual identity as well as the national identity of Canada. While these 

activities represented what we specifically considered in the classroom, students 

constantly referred to and were encouraged to access prior knowledge to supplement 

classroom materials and discussions. It is noted that their discussions of the identity of 

Canada likely reflected not only what we explicitly discussed in class but also what 

students have gleaned from past classroom activities (including the planned and the lived 
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curricula) as well as their individual life experiences with their families and within their 

communities. 

Through their creative identity projects and many other classroom assignments 

and reflections, students took up a number of dominant nationalist discourses and 

perpetuated the construction of Canada as a kind, caring, polite, friendly, hardworking, 

peaceful, fair, tolerant, accepting, multicultural nation. The following section illustrates 

how Canada and Canadians were constructed in these nationalistic ways through specific 

student examples.  

Canada is a kind, caring, polite, and friendly nation.    While these claims were 

expressed in many ways, a few typical examples included: “When people see or hear 

about Canada, they see – (that we are) very kind” (Henry); “the things Canada has 

contributed to the world are…a helping hand” (Leah); “Generally most Canadians you 

meet in the country are polite” (Chandler); “one thing that best describes Canada is 

friendly (sic)” (Alyssa). While these statements were often made without much in the 

way of substantiation, some of the students did recognize that their descriptions were not 

necessarily applicable to each and every Canadian. For example, Alyssa noted that, ‘I 

think we have an image of being very friendly and accepting and this stereotype may 

apply to many Canadians, but I think there also are many people who are ignorant and 

discriminate.”  Chandler also acknowledged, ”we say we are very polite and many of us 

are. But we do things that hurt this (image).” 

In addition, students constructed Canada to be a hardworking, peaceful, and fair 

nation.  For example, Kris compared the character of the nation (and by extension its 

citizenry) to the perceived trait of a national iconic animal, “Canada is – like the national 
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animal, the beaver – hard working.” Carter and Clint both reiterated this subjectivity as 

they described Canadians to be good, hardworking people. It was also repeatedly 

acknowledged that peace and peacekeeping were very important to Canada and 

Canadians by a number of the participants including Kris, Andrew, Clint, Carter, Zander, 

Mike, and Alyssa. Zander illustrated this point when he claimed, “peace is very 

important in Canada…one of the things Canada has contributed to the world (is) peace.” 

Carter proposed that a major concern within Canada is “promoting and exercising peace 

between nations.”      In addition to the hardworking, peaceful aspects of national 

identity, some participants specifically noted what they perceived to be of the fairness of 

Canada. Carter demonstrated this when he cited individual freedoms and the justice 

system. Similarly Mike noted that Canada is viewed, “as a peaceful country that is fair to 

all people and cultures.”  

While these national traits were promoted at various times throughout this unit of 

study, the national qualities that seemed to be espoused most often were the tolerant and 

accepting nature of Canada and Canadians. National tolerance stood out as a critical 

quality during many different activities and discussions. For example, Alyssa claimed 

that Canadians are generally accepting, “as a nation, toward people immigrating here.”   

When asked specifically if they believed individual Canadians are in fact tolerant, there 

seemed to be many qualifiers to this national trait. Carter and Leah both claimed that 

while Canadians are tolerant overall, there are growing anti-Muslim sentiments within 

the nation. Some of the participants argued that levels of tolerance are dependent on 

other particular traits of Canadians like their age or the regions they live in. Mike 

illustrated this argument by stating “younger Canadians are much more tolerant than the 
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older population.” Zander and Chandler both argued that levels of tolerance differ from 

one region to another or one province to another. Most notably, Zander felt that, 

“Canadians as a whole are tolerant but (those living in the) western prairie provinces are 

not.” By way of comparison, Kris, Chandler and Alyssa all argued that while Canadians 

may not be completely tolerant, they are definitely more tolerant in comparison to 

citizens of other nations.  

In addition to these claims about the varying degrees of tolerance in Canada, it is 

interesting to note that both of the female, racialized non-white research participants also 

acknowledged the lack of tolerance of some Canadians. Leah admitted observed that 

while as a whole Canadians are “pretty tolerant,” there are “still a lot of intolerant 

people.”  Alyssa qualified her understanding of the levels of tolerance and acceptance in 

Canada with, “that being said, I don’t believe this accepting nature applies to all the 

individuals who reside here because there are still many intolerant people.”  

When considering these discourses, it must be noted that the students and I did 

not explicitly deconstruct the concepts or what exactly constituted tolerance and 

acceptance. We discussed these ideas generally and relied on our pre-existing 

understandings, which likely had been in/formed through prior experiences both in and 

out of school. As I reviewed the student reflections, I began to appreciate how diverse 

understandings of these concepts could drastically affect the ways in which these 

discourses were taken up. For example, Henry seemed to have a relatively uncritical 

understanding of tolerance as he claimed, “Yes, I think Canadians are tolerant because 

they have accepted a multitude of ethnic groups into Canada.”   This response suggests 

that in order to be accepting or tolerant, a nation merely needs to allow for the existence 
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of diverse peoples within their national boundaries. It does not seem to necessitate 

equitable or even equal rights, freedoms, or lived realities. The ways in which students 

have taken up this nationalist discourse illustrate that they are aware of the 

inconsistencies and fractures within these claims but they are not ready to dismiss or 

even to disrupt these nationalist discourses hence their comments and attitudes work to 

perpetuate the dominance of whiteness.  

Further confirmation of what I perceived as students’ unwillingness to 

significantly disrupt dominant discourses even when presented with contradictory 

information, is demonstrated by the students’ claims of Canada’s multicultural nature.  

The participants in this study repeatedly constructed Canada as a multicultural nation as 

Kris illustrates with his claim, “We Canadians have a very high understanding on 

multiculturalism (sic). We accept and take care of everyone no matter their race.”  Carter 

explains why multiculturalism is a good policy for Canada when he states “it enriches 

our cultural fabric and sets us apart from the rest of the world. Canada is a leading 

example for the rest of the world.”  Leah and Andrew viewed multiculturalism to be 

important because, “we are also giving people a safe haven to practice their cultural 

beliefs and traditions” (Andrew) and because, “often a lot of people escape to Canada to 

have a better life, where they won’t be judged” (Leah). 

While many of the participants constructed Canada as a multicultural nation in 

their descriptions, when pushed to consider the complexities of multiculturalism, some 

students reconsidered their claims. For example, Zander believed, “as Canada gets older 

and new generations come and the old die off, we are a multiethnic and multicultural 

community. However (presently) we are not multicultural and multiethnic because there 
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is still hatred towards cultures.”   Kris appeared to recognize the disconnect between 

nationalist claims and lived realities as he explained, “we say we are but surveys (the 

statistics presented in the Our Canada reading) still show that Blacks are lower than the 

rest of the population in terms of income…I believe we are to a certain extent 

(multicultural and multiethnic) but without realizing it, our population is still singling out 

some minorities.”  However, his statement seems to suggest that these practices are just 

happening, that they are not reflective of overt attempts to sustain dominance, privilege, 

and white normativity.  Mike added, “I think we are still multicultural but everyone has 

their differences and some people can’t see past that. I think our country is much more 

multicultural than others. It could be better though.”   

One student in particular acknowledged the dissonance between multicultural 

discourses and lived experiences in Canada. While she recognized the importance of the 

perception of multiculturalism to Canada’s national identity (and employed the discourse 

herself on occasion), Alyssa iterated more than once that multiculturalism (and 

tolerance) seem to only occur in certain spaces. “It’s (multiculturalism) an important part 

of our image as a country…I don’t think that everywhere in Canada is truly multicultural 

or even appreciative of other cultures. It’s mostly just in big cities.”  Alyssa further 

acknowledged the ways in which Canada and Canadians do not address the realities of 

this issue. As part of her final essay response, Alyssa proposed that, “Maybe as 

Canadians, we should spend more time addressing the issues that arise everyday in our 

society, and less time pretending they do not exist.” Subsequently she identified, “one 

problem in our society today is racism and the disparity faced by indigenous peoples.” 
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Throughout much of this unit (and often during the rest of the course), I observed 

the participants taking up and perpetuating many dominant nationalist discourses. 

Students were at times able to identify the incongruity of these discourses with the lived 

experiences of minoritized Canadians however, students often dismissed these 

discrepancies both overtly and implicitly through their comments and written work.    

For example, some students suggested that others are ruining it for us.  Students 

appeared to understand these others to be older Canadians (Alyssa, Zander), people 

living in particular regions, provinces or less metropolitan areas (Zander, Alyssa, 

Chandler), and just generally intolerant people (who do not seem to be us) (Chandler, 

Alyssa, Leah). Some of the participants seemed to recognize that we have contributed to 

some of these inconsistencies but we generally do it, “without meaning to” (Kris), we are 

better than we used to be (i.e. the redemptive narrative) (Carter, Leah, Chandler, Henry, 

Zander), and we are better than many other places (Carter, Chandler, Alyssa, Mike). By 

dealing with these non-examples in such (and many other) ways, the singular dominant 

national identity of Canada and Canadians remains relatively intact, reinforced by and 

through the prescribed and negotiated social studies curriculum.  As Hytten and Warren 

(2003) identify, “the excessive use and reiteration of these rhetorics ultimately serve to 

maintain and protect whiteness’s discursively dominant cultural location” (p. 69).  

 

5.2.2 (re) Creating diverse subjectivities through the employment of 

oversimplified binaries and/or gradations of belonging 

Throughout the research, it became clearer that the students understood the 

differential production of Canadians as citizens.   Chandler described his perception of 
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people racialized non-white in Canada when he noted, “they were born here, like they 

were born in Canada…but just because of their skin colour it doesn’t seem like that is 

true.”  Carter also acknowledged, “we have this whole perception of what a Canadian 

is…you know sort of white and that….so I think they (those perceived to be non-white) 

are viewed differently regardless of whether they were born here or not.” When asked if 

he thought his life would be any different if he was not perceived to be a white Canadian, 

Mike hesitantly noted that it would likely be. He first acknowledged that one’s lived 

experiences would be different as a First Nations person and concluded, “I guess I don’t 

have to deal with stereotypes…and I am from Canada so it is not like I have any 

different way of living.”  These students articulated that people racialized white are 

perceived and further produced to be real Canadians while those who are racialized non-

white are not as readily (if ever) recognized to be ‘truly’ Canadian. These sentiments are 

illustrative of how power works through nationalist discourses to create subjectivities in 

differential ways and, following the work of Bannerji (2000), Légaré (1995), Mackey 

(2002), and Thobani (2007), how these diverse subjectivities are critical to the formation 

of Canada’s identity and the identities of its citizens. Canada is (and by extension, 

Canadians are) produced to be tolerant and accepting (hence, multicultural) yet as 

discussed earlier, this tolerance and acceptance is limited and limiting. Thus, through the 

creation and management of these diverse subjectivities, citizens who differ from the 

perceived (white) norm are produced as the Other and are consequently “contained, 

controlled, normalised, stereotyped, idealised, marginalised and reified” (Mackey, 2002, 

p. 6). 
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Students’ construction of diverse subjectivities was also evident in the way many 

of the class discussions were framed by an us vs. them discourse. Before examining the 

student comments, I have to admit I feel intensely and intimately responsible for 

perpetuating this discourse in the classroom. In an attempt to place myself within the 

purview of the discussion and to acknowledge my position as a racialized white person, I 

found myself repeatedly using ‘we’ as we discussed the actions and intentions of those 

racialized white (which of course also referred to those wielding power) both historically 

and today in Canada. It was my intent to place myself (and others like me) within the 

parameters of this complex relationship rather than permitting myself (and others like 

me) to be constructed as not connected to or not implicated in this situation or 

relationship. However, as I reflected on my own contributions and listened to the ways in 

which students structured their comments, it became increasingly clear how the use of 

this oversimplified binary furthered perpetuated the creation of diverse subjectivities 

with differential access to power in the classroom.  

While I cannot speak to the explicit perceptions of the students in this regard, I 

had initially understood and used the term we to imply those racialized white (more 

accurately perhaps, those considered to be Euro-white). Clearly this is incredibly 

problematic from the onset. Although I would like to claim it was not my intention, I 

realize I furthered the production of marginalized subjectivities within the classroom. 

The identities of those racialized white were implicitly reaffirmed as belonging to the 

group that is most often in power. It was my intent to design our unit’s inquiries as 

critical examinations of the histories of Canada, not as a singular, inevitable, factual and 

objective reality, but rather as a series of interconnected, diversely contested, 
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occurrences that were most often wrought with tension and always actively perpetrated 

by those wielding power. Specifically intended to be a space for the disruption of 

dominant discourses, I organized the unit to provide opportunities for students to 

critically engage with historical and contemporary interactions between various groups 

within Canada. It was my hope that those students racialized white would see the ways in 

which they (through their predecessors and/or their inclusion in a racialized white 

identity) are implicated in Canada’s shared history, including the marginalization and 

oppression of minoritized individuals and groups.  

Interestingly, throughout the unit, the complex, interconnected, and fluid nature 

of subjectivities/positionalities was demonstrated as some students who would be 

racialized non-white, identified themselves as part of the we group.   For example, Leah 

recognized how Canada and Canadians have fallen short of shared multicultural ideals 

noting it will continue, “until we begin to accept each other for us instead of where they 

come from or what has happened in their lives.”   As Alyssa reflected on the image of 

Canada as a tolerant and accepting nation, she noted “we fail to acknowledge the many 

pitfalls, both of our past and current society, that would disprove this image.”  In light of 

these comments, it would appear that the construction of the we group within the 

classroom space to some extent also included other dominant subjectivities (i.e. those 

privileged as a result of socio-economic class, gender, levels of education, sexuality, 

language, etc) thus reflecting a gradation of belonging continuum rather than a strict 

binary racial relationship. Or perhaps as Schick and St. Denis (2005) concede, the 

inclusive we represents those who identify themselves in relation or opposition to the 

most notable Other within Saskatchewan namely, First Nations, Métis, or Inuit peoples.  
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While the fluidity and elusiveness of the we identity was obvious throughout the 

unit, so too was the identity of the Other or the they. As previously noted, the modules 

were framed in such a way that students were encouraged to examine relationships 

between groups within Canada. In each case, the more dominant group within these 

relationships seemed to be constructed as peoples who would be racialized white, 

predominantly English-speaking and often wielding most of the power.  Again, framing 

the modules in this way was my attempt to prevent those students racialized white from 

producing themselves as passive bystanders who are not implicated in these issues about 

the Other.   

Approaching these issues in this way enabled us to consider issues of power 

within Canadian society both historically and contemporarily (which will be discussed 

further), but further reified the oversimplified binary by perpetuating the construction of 

the Other. Due to the way I structured the modules, they (the Other) seemed to be most 

often constructed as First Nations, Métis, or Inuit peoples, French-speaking peoples, or 

those immigrating from other nations. As a result of the intersectionality of 

subjectivities, at times they also seemed to include individuals living in poverty, or in 

other areas of the city.  

Henry’s final essay response stands as an example of how this binary was 

employed in the classroom. When asked to describe a weakness of Canada’s, Henry 

noted,  

the way we treated the aboriginals. This was a dark time for us because we acted 

like a genocidal country when we are clearly not one. We destroyed their culture 

and forced them to be more like us in everyway. We made up residential schools. 
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We made them sign treaties that took their land away. All in all, we acted poorly 

and now it is time to make up for that.  

 

There are obvious concerns with the employment of this oversimplified binary but 

I did appreciate the way Henry positioned himself (and those like him – racialized white, 

English-speaking, male) as wielding power in oppressive ways and through this 

implication, acknowledged the responsibility to redress these abuses. However, Henry’s 

comments demonstrate the common discursive practice of distancing one’s self and 

Canada from these claims in the present day. He implies that while these occurrences 

happened in the past and were clearly wrong, these events were abnormal as we are not 

normally like this.  He also constructs First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples as helpless 

victims with no agency. Henry further produces Aboriginal peoples as weak and 

incapable when he dismisses individual and collective strengths and resilience. As 

Francis (1992) theorizes, Henry also seems to assume that Aboriginal peoples are all 

one, relatively homogeneous group rather than a multitude of diverse peoples and 

cultures. 

As Henry continues with his response, I am troubled by many of the implications 

made about and towards the Other. In an attempt to address these historical injustices 

Henry proposes,  

we give the aboriginals an “incentive” package. Giving them all the same rights as 

Canadians have now with a few bonuses (sic). Give them their reserve rights 

anywhere they want to work. Increase annual payments we gave them to that of 

nowadays students. And finally give them back their culture. 
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First, it is worth commenting on Henry’s use of the term incentive to describe a package 

of proposed rights that by his admission mostly include what other peoples in Canada 

already enjoy. His choice of words provides insight into his construction of the Other. It 

is possible that Henry is employing dominant discourses that have historically produced 

Indigenous peoples as lazy in order to rationalize their dispossession and displacement 

from the land (Roediger, 1991). Second, by implying that some people require 

incentives, he appears to be producing Indigenous peoples in Canada as lacking in 

individual or collective agency, as passive bystanders that need to take the initiative and 

act on their own behalf. Consequently, Henry, whether conscious or not, seems to be 

reproducing a blame the victim discourse. While it is unclear what he means with respect 

to the annual payments of nowadays students, it is clear that Henry has constructed 

Aboriginal peoples as outside the realm of real Canadians (Mackey, 2002).    Finally, 

Henry appears to significantly oversimplify the complexity of and forces involved with 

the re-establishment or reaffirmation of historically and contemporarily marginalized and 

oppressed cultures. Regardless of all of his intended meanings throughout these 

passages, Henry’s reflections exemplify many of the issues involved with the 

perpetuation of a binary in the classroom and the reproduction of dominant white settler 

identity. Through the employment of an us vs them discourse, difference is further 

constructed and perpetuated.  

While the perceived identity of Canada and ‘real’ Canadians has already been 

described, it is also clear that the students’ perceptions of the subjectivities of the Other 

varied greatly. As previously described, in the final project of the first module, students 

were required to submit a proposal of their plan for “where do we go from here” to a 
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level of government, an organization, or an individual of their choice. This assignment 

provided a very obvious example my contributions to students’ understandings as I 

blatantly (and rather shamelessly) lead the students to the conclusion I intended them to 

reach. Given the way the project was framed, I did not leave them much flexibility to 

make any other claims. It was clear that I intended them to conclude that past 

government actions had not worked and that all Canadians desire a society based on 

principles of fairness and equity. Clearly without these implicit parameters, it could be 

argued (perhaps even more adeptly) that past actions and practices worked rather well 

for many Canadians especially those racialized white. It became very clear the multiple 

ways in which the students’ perceptions and understandings were influenced by my 

personal understandings and positionality as well as my pedagogical choices with respect 

to the approaches taken and the activities and resources students engaged with during our 

class time. Acknowledging these influences as well as the prior understandings and 

experiences of each student within his or her own family and community is necessary if I 

hope to develop a deeper appreciation of the ways in which students who are racialized 

white perceive their racialization and its connection to privilege.  

There are many examples of ways students (re)produced the Other through the 

employment of binaries, with the following student responses illustrating some of the 

ways in which Indigenous peoples specifically were constructed in the classroom.  In 

contrast to the identity of Canada and “we” Canadians, First Nations, Métis and Inuit 

peoples were often grouped as one and (re)produced as fortunate benefactors of 

European kindness. As Clint shared, “they are one of the few people that Britain didn’t 

just kill when they wanted their land, they should be happy Britain didn’t take their 
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normal route when they wanted land…the treaties allowed them to live.”  Following a 

critical examination of the treaty-making process and the written text of Treaty Four, 

students were asked to consider the motivations of each side in signing treaty, the 

promises and provisions made for both parties, and who benefitted from treaties both at 

the time of signing and today. In response Clint argued,  

the native Americans are still the ones benefitting from the treaties. They get 

money from the government, free post-secondary, no taxes. And most of them do 

nothing with it (not all do, I do know some that take advantage of it and do 

something with it)…they (treaties today) make it so more native Americans can be 

lazy and not work (again not all are like that, but that’s who we mainly hear about).    

 

Although Clint acknowledged that these statements do not apply to each and every 

Indigenous person, I am left to wonder if he added these recognitions as carefully 

contrived disclaimers. Is he merely giving himself some kind of an out in case he is 

called upon to defend his stereotypical, over-generalized remarks? In other instances, 

Clint used phrases like, “I am not trying to be racist, but” as disclaimers. It is as if by 

noting these asides, Clint gives himself permission to position the other in overtly racist 

ways.    

Clint was fairly willing to share his constructions of Indigenous peoples during 

discussions. Other students appeared to share many of the same sentiments or 

constructions but chose to frame their ideas in less overtly offensive language.  For 

example, Mike also argued that as a result of treaties, First Nations peoples “get 

everything cheaper. They get free university. Its fair though because of what they went 
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through.”  While he does not overtly construct First Nations peoples in the same 

explicitly racist manner as Clint, he constructed them as different from other Canadians 

and as unilaterally enjoying privileges other Canadians do not. As such, Mike 

reproduced white settler identities and white innocence (Stanley, 2000; Thompson, 2003) 

for Euro-white Canadians. 

While some participants (or perhaps more accurately, participants at some points in 

time) constructed Indigenous peoples in these ways, there were also many participants 

(or many times in which participants) who acknowledged the ways in which those 

racialized white marginalized and oppressed Indigenous peoples in Canada. For 

example, when contemplating the historical relationship of Europeans and Indigenous 

people in Canada, Henry acknowledged the ethnocentric attitude around which European 

worldviews were based. He noted,  

we thought that whites were in a sense better than any other race we encountered. 

For the most part, we tried to make other races more like us. When we hit new 

land, we assumed it was ours and changed our “invadee’s way of life.” We 

assumed their religion was blasphemy, their culture obsolete. We used them for 

resources and supplies until we could support ourselves then we started our 

assimilation. 

 

When considering many dominant discourses today, Henry seemed to recognize, to 

some extent, how the often negative and racist/racialized construction of Indigenous 

peoples is largely produced by dominant society. He claimed, 
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I would say we feel the same way (we have the same attitudes as he described 

historically) but we do less about it (less active or blatant perpetuation of racism 

and discrimination). You never hear it but I have a feeling that most people are 

cynical to Aboriginals. Mostly because the majority (presumably Europeans 

racialized white) gave them a bad image. The truth is Aboriginals aren’t that bad at 

all. It was the global view that corrupted our ideas and thoughts and led us to a life 

of disgust.  

 

Henry then typifies a common discursive practice steeped in whiteness by placing 

the responsibility to change the perception or constructed identity on those who are 

marginalized and oppressed by it. He argued, “There may be a way to refresh our ideas 

of Aboriginals. If most of them proved they had what it takes to have a sustainable 

lifestyle, then the mindset will most likely change to a positive direction (sic).”  Even 

though Henry acknowledged that racialized white Canadians play the largest role in the 

construction of this negative image or identity for First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples, 

he placed the onus for addressing (deconstructing and reconstructing) it on Indigenous 

peoples. By deflecting this responsibility, he protects the white settler identity from 

disruption and continues to severe or obscure the interdependency between those who 

are privileged and those who are oppressed. 

 

5.2.3 (re) Employing discursive strategies to protect and (re)inscribe 

whiteness in the classroom 
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Some participants employed discursive strategies closely related to this one used 

by Henry to produce the identities of various Others throughout classroom activities and 

discussions. Multiple versions of the blaming the victim discourse were employed in 

various instances to shift the responsibility or blame for the marginalization or 

oppression of the Other onto their own shoulders and to protect white settler identities. 

Alyssa’s comments when discussing possible approaches to dealing with poverty in the 

city’s inner core, stand as one such example. She argued it is tough to “help anyone who 

isn’t interested in your help. I say this because of the amount of drug use and trafficking 

taking place (in this area).”  Based on her comments, it appears Alyssa understands these 

issues as intimately related to and as evidence of an explicit choice being made to remain 

in poverty. Alyssa is also able to deflect any responsibility or culpability away from 

those who are privileged by the oppression of others, namely the people, groups, and 

institutions living outside of this poverty stricken area. Other students used similar 

discursive strategies that target and blame the victims for their own marginalization and 

oppression through the attribution of various perceived personal traits like laziness, a 

lack of formal education, a lack of morality, and bad decision-making.  Henry typified 

this discourse when he offered an explanation as to why some people end up in poorer 

areas of the city. In addition to other possibilities (some of which hint at an 

understanding of systemic inequalities), he also suggested that, “poor life decisions” 

might be responsible.  

In an attempt to disrupt these discourses and to encourage a more critical 

consideration of systemic forces that work to create and perpetuate oppression, I asked 

students to think about what other barriers might exist for people living in poorer areas 



 

 

213 

as they try to enter the workforce. While some students chose to return to the previously 

described personal attributes, others opted to consider alternatives. These students 

discussed barriers like the proximity of job opportunities to certain neighbourhoods, 

racism and other forms of discrimination faced by many individuals living in poverty, 

and the lack of support systems in place.  

Another very interesting (and telling) conversation ensued when students 

contemplated what could be done to deal with what they viewed to be the interrelated 

issues of poverty, drug abuse, gangs, lower levels of education and employment. Many 

students agreed that their main concern (as well as the greatest potential for a different 

future) was for the children in these areas. As Clint noted, “you can’t really help them 

until you help their kids.”  Some argued for the construction of schools or school 

programs where these children could go without paying fees but where they would 

perhaps receive additional support (i.e. adequate food, positive role models, etc).  

In an effort to push the students to think critically about this alternative, I asked if 

these schools would be anything like residential schools. Much to my surprise, there was 

no noticeable reaction or response to what I assumed would be a provocative question. 

Here it is worth noting that we had not yet discussed the residential school experiences 

of many Indigenous peoples, but that I had expected the students would at least be 

familiar with the underlying motives and overall outcomes of these schools.  As the 

conversation continued, I tried once again to interrupt what I believed was paternalistic, 

Eurocentric, white discourses by asking the students to consider why these supports or 

programs do not already exist if we know kids are coming to school hungry. At this 

point, several students did acknowledge that resistance for these supports would most 
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likely come from those outside of these neighbourhoods, namely from those within the 

dominant groups of society. It was acknowledged that these forms of assistance would 

require raising the taxes of those in other areas of the city - essentially taking money and 

resources away from wealthier neighbourhoods - which was perceived as problematic for 

those living in these areas. 

The students continued to consider other options in an effort to ensure what they 

considered to be the proper care and support of the children in these areas of the city. It 

was during this part of the conversation that many students continued to demonstrate 

viewpoints deeply rooted in Eurocentric, paternalistic, white discourses. In particular, 

many students had a very heated debate as to whether or not these perceived purposeful 

life choices (drug use, dropping out of school, gang involvement, prostitution) warranted 

outside intervention by other agents within society including the forceful removal of 

children from these homes.   Many students argued that children growing up in these 

areas and surrounded by many of these issues because of what they deemed to be the 

personal choices of their parents, should be taken away and raised by others. As Clint 

asserted, “well if they are a drug addict, then yes…they shouldn’t be having (raising) 

kids.”  Others argued that this was not feasible for a number of reasons including the 

rights of the parents, financial restrictions, and the impact this uprooting might have on 

the wellbeing of the child(ren). Alyssa exemplified a number of issues with this proposal 

as she explained, “when you do that (take the child away from their parent(s)) then that 

kid is separated from being around their own culture or their own people and it’s like an 

identity thing…that is not going to solve the problem.”  She then continued with 
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different line of reasoning, “you are going to take everyone’s kids away? ...we don’t 

even have the resources to take everyone’s kids away.” 

This particular exchange grew very heated with many students challenging 

Alyssa and a few others who argued against the removal of children from their parents. 

In an effort to reshape the conversation and challenge the students to think critically 

about the underlying assumptions and beliefs of this proposed action, I asked, “what are 

we saying if we…. ‘we’ as an outside party…whoever that is….determines you are unfit 

and I am taking your kids?”  Verbalizing her understandings, Alyssa acknowledged, “we 

are saying…you aren’t responsible enough to make your own decisions and we are better 

than you…and we are just going to come intervene with everything.”  While other 

students racialized both white and non-white continued to argue the merits of their 

removal strategy, Alyssa continued to attempt to disrupt the dominant Eurocentric, 

paternalist, white discourses by acknowledging that, “you can’t be in everyone’s 

home…you don’t know what goes on in everyone’s home.” She then attempted to 

contextualize the conversation within a larger historical framework when she noted, 

“they have their problems because someone else came and caused those problems in the 

first place.”    

This entire class discussion was very telling in the ways it exposed many of the 

Eurocentric, paternalistic, white attitudes and assumptions prevalent in the classroom. 

While many of these students had claimed (and continued to) the tolerance and accepting 

nature of Canada and Canadians, it became obvious during these exchanges that many 

students believed in the inherent superiority of their own way of life over that of others.  

Several continued to frame the issues faced by “Others” to be as a result of these 
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peoples’ own individual and personal choices. There was little to no recognition by many 

students of systemic forces at play within society that privilege some at the expense of 

others.  However, a few students did acknowledge these systemic forces as well as the 

underlying assumptions and beliefs that were at play in the conversation.  Alyssa was 

clearly the most outspoken with respect to these disruptions, but a few other students 

(non-participants) who would be racialized white also supported her claims.    

Also worth noting was the students’ implicit construction of themselves or ‘us’ as 

generous philanthropists who are able to and perhaps even entitled to make these life-

altering decisions for others. In fairness, I did ask students to consider what could or 

should be done to address some of the issues faced by many individuals and groups 

within our city.  Overwhelmingly, students seemed to feel very capable of making these 

decisions unilaterally. Some seemed to acknowledge that there was no way they could 

understand all of the competing forces and complexities involved in these issues, but the 

majority of students quickly assumed the role of saviour to those in need.  As already 

highlighted, the conversation appeared to involve ‘us’ as an outside party determining 

whether or not those in need (‘them’) are worthy of our support. ‘We’ seemed to be the 

ones most capable of determining what is right or wrong. There was little 

acknowledgement of the need to work with people living within these realities to critique 

the multiple systems at play and to make effective, empowering decisions. The students’ 

presumed ability and perhaps even right to make these major life-altering decisions 

unilaterally for others seems to demonstrate significant assumptions of privilege and 

perhaps even underlying attitudes of superiority.   
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Billig (1995) identifies these discursive strategies to be indicative of banal 

nationalism wherein everyday, less visible forms (less visible than the commonly 

recognized, more extreme ones) of nationalism are omnipresent and flagged repeatedly 

through routine symbols and habits of language. Thus through discursive strategies like 

these, we becomes “an ambiguous term, indicating both the particularity of ‘we’ the 

nation, and the universality of ‘we’, the universally reasonable world…(which allows) 

the first person plural to suggest a harmony of interests and identities” (p. 90). 

Alternatively, they are constructed to be “the foreigner …the one who does not belong to 

the state in which we are, the one who does not have the same nationality” (Kristeva, 

1991, p. 96). Francis (1992), Montgomery (2008), and Thompson (2003) also note that 

through constructions like these, “we” are continually (re)produced as inherently 

superior and thus responsible for the protection of these inferior Others.   

There was very little attempt made by some students during this (and many other) 

conversations to acknowledge any sort of connection with or implication in ongoing 

conditions of marginalization and oppression. While some students conceded that 

injustices had occurred in the past, there did not seem to be any direct connection to the 

legacy of or the continual perpetuation of these oppressive forces today. For example, 

after an examination of the treaty making process and the written text of Treaty Four, 

students were asked to consider who benefited from the signing of the treaty both in 

1874 and today. Mike noted that in 1874, “the Europeans (benefitted). They got land and 

basically pushed the aboriginals aside. They stole their land.”  When considering the 

benefits of treaty today, Mike claimed the main beneficiary as, “Aboriginals. They get 

everything cheaper. They get free university. It’s fair though because of what they went 
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through.”  From this comment, it seems that not only does Mike misunderstand and/or 

misrepresent what is promised in (and actualized as a result of) treaty, but he employs a 

common discourse often used to construct treaty First Nations peoples as the ultimate 

benefactors of treaty because of the resources and benefits they continue to have access 

to (Tupper, 2011). Even though the transfer of land (and its resulting implications both 

historically and today) was discussed in great length in class, Mike did not note any 

benefits of treaty for non-Indigenous peoples today.  In fact, when asked to share his 

understanding of the role of treaties today, Mike claimed, “they just help out with 

reserves and what not…they don’t affect my life too much though. They help 

Aboriginals succeed.” Mike’s responses illustrate the tendency of some students to 

distance themselves from past injustices and ignore the present day legacy of these 

abuses thereby illustrating what both Stanley (2000) and Thompson (2003) describe as 

the continual construction and protection of white innocence and white denial. 

Mike’s perceptions are illustrative of how some students used discursive practices 

that distanced themselves (and others like them) and mainstream dominant society from 

any present-day culpability in the marginalization and oppression of the Other; however, 

other students chose a different tactic. Rather than completely denying the connection 

between mainstream society that is privileged by the oppression of others, some students 

chose to hold the government responsible. For example, as Carter explained, “Due to acts 

of the federal government, they (Indigenous peoples) face problems like social 

inequality, poverty, alcohol and drug abuse, violence, high crime rates, sub-standard 

living conditions.”  Andrew expressed a similar belief when he noted, “the problem, 

large and small, could be fixed over time only with better cooperation between 
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provincial and municipal governments, especially financial.”  This technique also served 

as a distancing practice as “the government” is produced as a reified, distinct body with 

no connection to the individual student. There did not seem to be any acknowledgement 

that the government was elected by and accountable to the national citizenry. Thus, by 

assigning responsibility to various governments (both past and present), students are able 

to maintain a safe distance from any personal responsibility for the implementation and 

perpetuation of this marginalization and oppression. Processes that enable the separating 

of one’s self from the marginalization and oppression of others through the denial of or 

refusal to acknowledge any culpability seems to demonstrate the presence of structuring 

devices of whiteness. The overwhelming incidences of these assumptions and processes 

in the classroom provide valuable insight into the students’ perceptions of their 

racializations and its connection to privilege.   

 

5.2.4 Invisibilizing of race 

While many aspects of this particular discussion are worthy of further 

deconstruction, the omission and resulting invisibleness of race (racialization) warrants 

further attention. As a reminder, this particular discussion followed an examination of 

the article describing a central part of our city as the worst neighbourhood in Canada. 

Whereas the article clearly articulated that the majority of people living in this area are 

racialized white, it also noted the disproportionately high percentage of Indigenous 

peoples residing within the area.  We discussed this pattern in class as well as some 

possible determinants and intersections including economic circumstances, 

segregationist policies, and racist realities. We also discussed the tendency of some self-
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identifying groups to reside in common neighbourhoods.   What is particularly 

noteworthy for me was that race, racializations, and/or discrimination were rarely 

mentioned explicitly by the students throughout the conversation. In fact, there were 

several moments when I found myself wondering if students were talking generically 

about people living in these areas or more specifically about people racialized as the 

Other, those experiencing extreme poverty, or any of the other realities discussed.   Quite 

clearly many of these aspects of identity were considered by the students to be 

interconnected (as previously mentioned); however, our conversations tended to remain 

focused on the issues faced by those doing drugs, running with gangs or engaging in acts 

of prostitution.  

There are a number of possible factors influencing this tendency. By focusing on 

people involved in questionable activities, students could more easily protect their own 

identities through the discursive production of the Other as responsible for their own life 

circumstances. As Lensmire (2010), Schick and St. Denis (2005), and Sensoy and 

DiAngelo (2012) theorize, by neglecting to name race, racism and discrimination, 

students could also adeptly avoid these issues and concentrate instead on socio-economic 

issues like poverty and individualist actions like poor parenting. Through the erasure of 

race and by employing dominant discourses, the saliency of race and racialization is 

ignored and any connection with these issues students have as racialized individuals is 

effectively severed, further protecting their whiteness and the corresponding privilege 

they enjoy because of their racialization.   

It is critical for me to acknowledge that I was aware of this ‘whitening’ of the 

conversation as it was unfolding. At the time, I felt torn whether (and how) I should 
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intervene. I feared by continually naming processes of racialization and aspects of race in 

the conversation, I would be serving to reify the stereotypes and prejudices present in the 

dominant discourses. I worried that if I stated outright to students what was being 

implied in their statements, they may have perceived that I was sanctioning such 

statements (even though my intention was disruptive). Somewhat naively perhaps, I 

justified not re-centering race in our discussions at the time with the argument that 

perhaps the students were merely talking about these issues and all people affected by 

them regardless of their racialization. However, as I reviewed the transcripts, it became 

increasingly clear that people racialized non-white and their corresponding subjectivities 

were positioned in the centre of these discussions most if not all of the time. An excellent 

example is Alyssa’s comment with respect to removing children from homes within the 

inner city. Prior to her comment, students had been debating the merit of taking children 

away from parents abusing drugs or being involved with gang activity. No one had 

specified the racializations of these children. Yet when Alyssa alluded to their assumed 

culture and implied this culture was not the same as mainstream society, the conversation 

continued uninterrupted suggesting her statements were reasonable to the other students 

within the parameters of the conversation.  

Shortly following Alyssa’s comments, a racialized white student problematized 

dominant nationalist narratives with the explanation of an eloquent analogy depicting the 

ongoing colonial relationship between Europeans (implicating all peoples racialized 

white) and Indigenous peoples in Canada. These reflections also seemed to be accepted 

as appropriate given the lack of any sort of adverse or contradictory reaction from others. 

This particular conversation continued unabated. As a result of this experience, I am 
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more acutely aware of the racializing processes that were occurring throughout our 

discussions and activities in the classroom. It is equally obvious that by ignoring these 

purposeful omissions of race and racializations, I was allowing the whitening of these 

conversations and the classroom as a whole, thus enabling the (re)production of white 

normativity, white privilege, and even white supremacy (Earick, 2009).  

There were many other times when the concepts of race and racialization were 

invisible in the classroom. Perhaps the most obvious example of the invisibleness of race 

for those racialized white was when the students were required to create a visual 

representation of their own identity (as well as that of Canada’s). Not one of the 

racialized white participants mentioned their perception of their racialization while both 

of the racialized non-white participants included this racialization as a defining aspect of 

their identity. This invisibleness of race as it relates to whiteness clearly works to 

establish it as the ‘constitutive norm’ (Mills, 2007, p. 25), the status quo (Harris, 1993) 

or the core culture (Mackey 2002) in the classroom and to dismiss the different 

experiences of those who are racialized non-white (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012).  

 

5.2.5 (re)Producing differentially 

As previously outlined, the construction of the Other as different alongside the 

(re)establishment of one’s self as a member of the inclusive norm was evident 

throughout the many (re)productions of the racial binary or the gradations of belonging 

in the classroom. As Dyer (1997) proposes, through these processes, people racialized 

white are produced as “just people whereas people racialized as non-White are 

considered raced”(p. 1). This racializing of the Other while remaining a member of the 
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constitutive norm was illustrated in Kris’ final essay response. He wrote, “(a)s Canadians 

we have a very high understanding on multiculturalism (sic). We accept and take care of 

everyone no matter there (sic) race.”  Chandler also explicitly stated his ‘normalness’ as 

a white person. When asked to describe his perception of his race, Chandler noted, “the 

normal, regular, white person in Canadian society…just shows that I am just like 

everyone else...you can’t differentiate me from this person or this person.”   

The concepts of race and racialization were also camouflaged and hence made 

invisible through the adoption and use of pseudonyms in place of the explicit naming of 

race. For example, as previously outlined, people racialized white were often constructed 

as (real) Canadians whereas people racialized non-white were produced as non-

Canadians, Indigenous peoples, or immigrants. At other times, instead of naming race or 

racializations, students (and I) would refer to culture, ethnicity, socio-economic status or 

various other aspects of one’s identity. As Earick (2009), Sensoy and DiAngelo (2012), 

Solomon and Levine-Rasky (2003), and Yoon (2012) theorize, these discursive strategies 

deflect the racialized nature of these discussions and consequently, these topics are 

effectively de-racialized and whitened. This discursive strategy, as I have already 

illustrated, was repeatedly deployed throughout the discussion of the Canada’s worst 

neighbourhood article.  

Even with these discursive practices meant to camouflage whiteness, the students 

and I did talk explicitly about race and the processes of racialization throughout this unit. 

In addition to the modules and activities that have already been outlined, we explicitly 

considered the concept of whiteness and white privilege with the help of McIntosh’s 

(1998) article entitled, “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.”  While we 
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did focus explicitly on the concepts of race and racialization as well as issues of power, 

privilege and oppression throughout this unit, the naming of race and race-related issues 

did not continue to the same degree throughout the rest of the course. As we examined 

issues related to Canadian geography, economics, and governance, few topics involved 

racialized discussions and activities. Although I can feel positive about some of the 

disruptions to the perpetuation of dominant discourses and their supporting narratives 

that occurred during the unit in which this research was conducted, I do not feel as 

positive about my attempts to teach for social justice in other units. As a result, without 

further deconstruction and overt attention to issues of racialization throughout the course, 

this unit may in essence serve only as a blip in the otherwise whitewashed Social Studies 

30 course and classroom (Lund, 2006).    

There is evidence of many other discursive practices employed in the classroom in 

ways that continued the normalizing of whiteness thereby enabling it to remain invisible.  

Two particular discourses that were regularly reiterated were the myths of equality and 

the value of colourblindness in Canada.   Even though many students acknowledged 

multiple examples and aspects of racism and discrimination in Canada both historically 

and today, several students held tightly to the vision of Canada as a level playing field 

where all people are equal regardless of their racialization or other aspects of their 

identity and hence deserve the same treatment. Mike argued this principle in his final 

essay response. 

Everyone is Canadian and should be treated as such. Just because I speak French or 

was here first doesn’t mean I deserve more. We have made ourselves a pretty good 

country here and really some people tend to forget that. Sure residential schools 
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sucked and sure Quebec is a little different but is complaining about it going to 

change that? We are Canadians and should all be treated the same.  

 

Based on this essay response, it appears to Mike that what has happened in the past 

does not seem to merit any significant attention or special consideration today. He did 

not seem to acknowledge that these past occurrences have a lasting impact today whether 

this legacy is marginalizing or privileging. Perhaps as a result of his extensive privilege 

due to his racialization, gender, socio-economic status, language, and many other aspects 

of his identity, Mike did not seem to appreciate the forces at play that marginalize 

anyone constructed as an outside or the Other within Canadian society. Instead he opted 

to perpetuate discourses steeped in the myths of equality and colourblindness, which 

construct all people within Canada as equal members of the nation. Zander also 

questioned the worth of recognizing and honouring distinctions between diverse groups. 

In particular, he posited that acknowledging diversity is not good for Canada as, “it 

creates arguments between groups wanting more or better than the other group…with 

one culture, it is not as bad.”    

Closely related to these discourses are others that (re)produce the myth of 

meritocracy and individualism in Canada. Although Carter acknowledged that he is 

privileged due to various aspects of his identity, he also fell back on these myths of 

meritocracy and individualism to explain how he can be assured to achieve whatever he 

wants. He noted, “if I get good grades, I can do whatever I want.”  Leah also perpetuated 

these discourses (and the us-them binary) in an attempt to justify why some people are 
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able to overcome hardships and oppression in Canada while others are not. In a 

discussion about planning a way forward for inner city youth, Leah articulated,  

when they are not given the opportunity, they just roll up in a ball…but when you 

look in our history, and there is (sic) so many people who have grown past 

that….and it is not necessarily that we have to give them the opportunity but they 

just have to take it. 

 

Through the perpetuation of these dominant discourses, students were able to 

(re)produce the common sense understandings of the dominant group lending additional 

support to blaming the victim discourses.  Through the construction of Canadian society 

as one that is a level playing field where all people can reach equal levels of success with 

equal levels of work and diligence, the powerful forces of whiteness are reinforced with 

no imperative to acknowledge and account for one’s privilege. As Bonilla-Silva (2003) 

theorizes, these liberal white discourses illustrate the continuing dominance of racist 

ideologies within dominant groups in society.   

 

5.2.6 Resisting and denying 

In addition to dominant discourses and narratives that construct Canada and 

Canadians in particular ways, and the employment of discursive strategies to protect and 

(re)inscribe whiteness, some students exhibited outright resistance and denial when 

dealing with concepts of race and racialization and the related issues of power, privilege 

and oppression. As was exemplified in some of their course reflections, a number of 

students explicitly stated their dislike of this particular unit and the resentment they felt 
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having to study these topics (particularly topics related to the relationship between 

European and Indigenous Canadians).  For example, some students felt these topics were 

not relevant in a social studies class. Instead they claimed that if they had wanted to 

study these topics, they would have taken native studies. This sentiment echoes a 

struggle that has been ongoing throughout my time at MacKenzie Collegiate.  

A powerful discourse circulates within this school that advocates much related to 

First Nations, Métis and Inuit peoples or issues belongs within native studies courses. 

Hence, native studies is often perceived to be about and for Indigenous students. 

Alternatively, social studies is perceived to be about and for those who are not First 

Nations, Métis and Inuit.  This perception of these social sciences courses has multiple 

consequences. The school has repeatedly seen a racialized streaming of students into the 

two courses. As a result, social studies classes tend to have a lower percentage of 

Indigenous students than otherwise might be expected, further reifying the us vs. them 

binary. This trend is self-sustaining and perpetuating as students who identify as non-

Indigenous seem to feel further justified to claim that issues relating to Indigenous 

peoples have no place in a social studies classroom. Clearly these perceptions and 

resulting realities serve to further disconnect those that are privileged as a result of an 

unjust system from those who are marginalized and oppressed by the same system.  

Further adding to this division and to the discriminatory construction of Indigenous 

peoples is the prevalent perception that native studies courses are easier than social 

studies courses. While this perception was not specifically examined within this 

research, it is my understanding that it exists at MacKenzie Road Collegiate at least in 

part because of the different ways in which teaching and learning has been experienced 
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within native studies courses as compared to within social studies ones. For example, 

native studies courses have often involved a variety of more culturally appropriate 

activities that better reflect diverse knowledges and ways of knowing and being (like 

beading and oral communication) than more traditional, dominant approaches to 

teaching and learning. In contrast, social studies courses have often involved more 

traditional (dominant Western) activities that include a heavy focus on reading and 

writing. Often students (and staff) have translated this difference to mean that native 

studies courses are less academic and thus, less rigorous than social studies classes.   

I have observed these discourses circulating at the school for many years, with 

staff doing little to explicitly disrupt their dominance. Social science teachers at the 

school have worked to establish consistency within the subject area by ensuring all 

students at a particular grade level (regardless of the course taken) will experience 

similar required assessments. Teaching loads have been divided so that most teachers 

teach both social studies and native studies. However, in 2011 the social science subject 

area teachers chose to explicitly identify and disrupt these perceptions to the entire 

school at a staff meeting and to the students at grade group meetings prior to the start of 

course selection. We reiterated that the course requirements (major assessments) for both 

courses are the same, one course is not easier than the other or a modified version of the 

other, all students are welcome to take either or both courses, and issues relating to the 

Indigenous peoples of Canada will be dealt with in both classes. Although it is too early 

to see the definitive impact of these attempts to disrupt dominant discourses, I am 

hopeful that it was a positive starting point. Regardless, through this particular research 

project it became increasingly obvious to me that it is imperative for social studies 
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teachers to adequately deal in thoughtful and critical ways with the concepts of race, 

racialization, and related issues of power, privilege, and oppression in the social studies 

classroom.  

Other forces of resistance were evident in this research and appeared most 

powerfully during the examination and subsequent discussion with students of the 

Maclean’s article that named part of this city as Canada’s worst neighbourhood. Many 

students staunchly refused to believe or accept that this area of our city was worse than 

all others in the country.   While most students did admit that there are significant issues 

needing to be addressed, they would not support the claim that it was the worst 

neighbourhood in Canada. For example, Leah blamed the author for, “making it (seem) 

worse than it is” and Andrew expressed his dismay in, “how exaggerated some of it 

sounds.” Many students drew attention to other cities they had visited or heard of that 

they believed to  be worse. As Clint explained, “I’d much rather walk in North Central 

Regina at night than downtown Vancouver.”  Despite the refusal of many students to 

accept the descriptions and characterizations of the local neighbourhoods in the article, 

others did suggest some reasons why there might not be a realistic sense of what is 

happening in our own city.  For example, Zander notes that, “it depends on where you 

live too…because obvious us in the (another area of the city), we are not going to have 

the full idea of what is going on…there are people living closer to the area that are 

seeing it and actually experience it.”  Carter was even a little more critical as he 

acknowledged that we might just be too close to the situation and conditioned to turning 

a blind eye. He articulated that the article,  
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is sort of an outside view of our problems and we can identify with them and we 

don’t think they are so bad but once you get an outsider person come in, you can 

see it more clear…we don’t see it obviously…so it can be hard for us to imagine it 

because it is not the (city) we have the perception of. 

 

Overall, this examination of the ways in which Canada, Canadians, and the Other, 

were constructed and the employment of multiple discursive strategies to protect and 

(re)inscribe whiteness in the classroom provides insight into the ways in which students 

perceive their racialization and its connection to privilege. While the students’ 

contributions seemed to illustrate the overwhelming existence of whiteness and its 

structuring devices, there was also evidence to suggest the existence of more critical 

perceptions and understandings as well as alternative forces at work to disrupt dominant 

discourses. What this may suggest are the challenges and tensions for students in 

grappling with the power of whiteness to structure lived experiences for both those 

individuals and groups racialized white and non-white. It may also point to the need for 

students and teachers to “admit one’s own white racism” in order to move away from 

denying its existence toward “the much more productive mindset of seeking to do 

something about it” (Marx, 2004, p. 128).  

 

5.2.7 Disrupting discursive strategies that (re)structure whiteness 

While it was easy at times to be dismayed by the ubiquity of dominant discourses 

circulating powerfully in the classroom and around the school, there were moments 

when I was both surprised and humbled by the critical thoughts and understandings that 
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some students expressed (or perhaps more accurately, that were expressed by some 

students at some points).   

Many students, at various times, acknowledged past injustices in Canada that 

served to marginalize and oppress those constructed as the Other at the hands of 

dominant society. As Leah acknowledged in her final essay response, “Canada’s past has 

not always been pretty…we brag about being multicultural and bilingual but looking 

back we realize that our history is plagued with situations that do not resonate these 

ideals.”   She goes on to cite some specific examples like the mistreatment of Chinese 

workers during the building of the railway and in subsequent immigration policies, the 

internment of Japanese Canadians during the second World War, the relationship 

between European colonizers and the Indigenous peoples including the signing of 

treaties and the development of residential schools, and the resentment and lack of 

empathy between French and English speaking Canadians.  Leah concluded her essay 

with the critical realization that, “it seems as though all people have a place in Canada 

except the Aboriginal peoples and the French. We must overcome these obstacles before 

we can call Canada ‘the land of the true and free’ and multicultural and bilingual.”   

In the ‘our vision for the future’ proposal, Chandler and his project partner also 

seemed to acknowledge that the past abuses had happened at the hands of those in power 

and that they have a continuing legacy in today’s world. They argued that, 

Laws against Aboriginal peoples must be changed. The Indian Act was unfair, 

harsh and immoral and it needs to be abolished completely. The Indian Act is a 

clear representation of racism in our current society. We do not wish to have 



 

 

232 

children of future generations growing up into a society with racism being part of 

it.  

 

Chandler and his partner suggested additional steps needed to more thoroughly 

address the process of reconciliation with Indigenous peoples including additional 

compensation packages for residential school survivors and their families, enhanced 

documentation to reiterate the rights of all people in Canada (not just those racialized 

white), continued resolution of land claims, and additional formal apologies from not 

only the Prime Minister but also the Queen.     

Zander and his project partner also seemed to have a strong sense of how the 

inequality, marginalization and oppression of Indigenous peoples occurred as a direct 

result of European colonizers and those racialized white within society. They named 

what they believed to be the related problems within Canadian society today. First, they 

noted how “us as rich Westerners live our lives forgetting about how we started with 

Aboriginals and the ties that we once had with them…we are essentially blind with the 

problems, yet the problems are still there.”  The pair go on to acknowledge the 

disconnect that exists between the oppressor and the oppressed as they argue that those 

with a western worldview, “who are not affected by the problems don’t care and don’t 

worry about solving it.” They go on to critique the whitening of Canadian history and 

curricula as they argue “we are not educated about what happened in the past with 

Aboriginals and what is happening today with them…another example of western 

society just forgetting.”  Zander and his partner also identify the lack of representation 

and empowerment of Aboriginal peoples in the government as a significant problem. 
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They question if the government includes, “the opinions and thoughts of the Aboriginal 

peoples or is it once again us Westerners just doing what we think is best for the First 

Nations?”  This pair also noted the ongoing physical and emotional abuse of First 

Nations people as a legacy of the abuse suffered at residential schools. As the first step to 

resolving some of these issues, they suggested that we stop, “ignoring the Aboriginal 

people” and start, “caring a lot more about them.”  While this statement may be read as 

paternalistic and somewhat superficial in that it does not require an interrogation of the 

complicity of those who are racialized white in perpetuating oppression and sustaining 

privilege, it does admit a contemporary lack of understanding and compassion. 

Andrew and his partner, in the same assignment, discussed the “years of abuse, 

exploitation, betrayals and just general mistreatment” suffered by the Aboriginal peoples 

at the hands of Europeans as “we… came to settle the ‘new’ land.” They noted that while 

Aboriginal peoples helped “us” survive, “we took the dominant position, taking 

advantage of their inability to speak our language or understand our 

customs….Europeans have been exploiting aboriginal peoples for a long time.”   Further 

recognizing this eurocentric attitude, Andrew and his partner seemed to understand that, 

“Europeans thought theirs was the better culture…the correct culture and forced it upon 

those they saw as lesser.”  They went on to note the ongoing impact of this eurocentrism, 

“Aboriginal peoples (are) still struggling to survive in a world where it is just assumed 

that you should be Canadian…live the Canadian way of life.” As a way forward, the 

students proposed, “it is our duty as Canadian citizens to mend the bond that was long 

broken between our two races…(so) we can peacefully live together without causing 

each other pain and seeing each other as not equal.” 



 

 

234 

Kris also appeared to recognize how government policies and practices were 

contrived to oppress Indigenous peoples in Canada. Specifically, during his analysis of 

the Indian Act, Kris noted the impact of several different clauses. With respect to the 

surrendering of one’s Indian status in pursuit of further education, Kris noted, “in a way 

it’s like stripping them of their culture. If you are successful than you can’t be an 

Indian.” Kris recognized that by forbidding dances or festivals, the government was 

merely attempting to take, “another way of trying to ‘beat the Indian out of them’…make 

them act like everyone else.”  In summation, Kris saw the Indian Act as this message, “if 

you are not like ‘us’ (Europeans), than you have no say.” 

Alyssa seemed to be very cognizant and critical of issues of inequality and 

oppression throughout Canada’s history. While there are many examples that could be 

shared, these excerpts seem to typify her thoughts. Contrary to many of her peers, Alyssa 

recognized that the main benefactors of the negotiated treaties were, and still are, those 

individuals represented by the Crown (and their Euro-white descendants). She noted that, 

“(d)escendants of these Europeans are still the ones who benefit from the treaties 

because they are still in control of the land and benefit from the resources.”  

Acknowledging the discrepancy between nationalist discourses that claim the qualities of 

tolerance and acceptance and the lived experiences of those from different cultures and 

languages and the national tendency to ignore the interrelatedness of those that are 

oppressed and those that are privileged, Alyssa suggested that “maybe as Canadians, we 

should spend more time addressing the issues that arise everyday in our society, and less 

time pretending they do not exist.”  She continued to argue, “the issues concerning both 

the acceptance and tolerance of different cultures and languages as well as the equality of 
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these groups, are issues that stem back to our history as a country.”  After naming many 

specific examples of historical injustices, Alyssa suggested a reason for these tensions is 

that “aboriginal peoples and other minority groups in Canada feel somewhat 

alienated…this alienation comes from the fact that…they may fear losing their culture to 

the more dominant groups.”  She empathized that, “because the majority of our society is 

made up of white English speaking people, it can be easy for minority groups to feel like 

they don’t belong.”  In another piece, Alyssa further connects the privileging of those 

racialized white at the expense of Indigenous peoples noting that, “most people of 

European descent are now in a position where they benefit automatically from the events 

of the past while the Aboriginal minority do not.”   

It was certainly reassuring and rewarding to hear these and other students disrupt 

dominant nationalist narratives and acknowledge both historical and present-day 

injustices in Canada. However, while these disruptions were present, on many occasions, 

students employed the structuring forces of whiteness to (re)shape (and thereby resist) 

non-dominant narratives.  As previously outlined, some of these discursive practices 

included a distancing of oneself from the situation, the employment of a redemption 

narrative, and claims that at least we (Canadians) are better than (or at least doing better 

than) other countries.  

It is also interesting to note that many of the contributions made by students were 

in their written work. While this written work generally came at the culmination of our 

discussions and activities (and hence many of these sentiments were also shared out loud 

during class), it does necessitate some consideration. Do these disruptions to dominant 

discourses occurred solely because of the enlightened understandings and perceptions of 
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students, or are they evident because these ideas reflect what the students think I want 

them to say? From the ways in which I framed the assignments and discussions, it may 

be quite obvious to the students in my class that I am critical of dominant discourses and 

the nationalist narratives that are often perpetuated. To what extent do students come to 

their own critical understandings of race and racialization in light of my influences on 

their learning? Do they submit sentiments that affirm my own beliefs in order to secure a 

higher mark on the coursework?  

Another consideration is necessary. These disruptions to the dominant discourses 

are explicitly and often very clearly stated. If I compare these disruptive sentiments to 

the less critical perpetuation of the dominant discourses, there is no obvious difference. 

Both are articulated and defended by many of the students in classroom conversations 

and in the written work.  However if I compare these disruptive statements to the more 

implicit expression of the discursive practices (re)structuring whiteness in the classroom, 

there is an obvious distinction.  Rather than being explicitly argued or defended, many of 

these discursive whitening practices are subtly or almost dismissively noted in ways that 

serve to deflect or soften the full impact of the claims being made. For example, while 

Carter acknowledged that prejudice still exists in Canada and that some people have 

more privileges than others, he stated, “but we are much better off then (sic) we used to 

be and our cultural system is the envy of the world.”  Even though he acknowledged 

inequity and discrimination, he employed a whitening discourse that (re)constructs 

Canada as a redeemed nation that appears better in terms of current equitable practices 

than many other places. Through this discursive strategy the initial problem (the inequity 

and discrimination) is dismissed entirely because of perceived national progress.  While 
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these discursive strategies (re)structuring whiteness are subtle, their effects are 

undeniable. They are illustrative of both the existence of dysconscious racism (King, 

1991) and subtle resistances to what Britzman (1998) describes as difficult knowledge.  

As Dion (2009) iterates, “while dominant discourses structure their engagement with 

post-contact history, teachers and students take them up as a form of protection against 

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

relationship between Aboriginal peoples and Canadians” (p. 179). In turn, white 

normativity is protected and innocence is preserved. 

 

5.2.8 Recognizing privilege 

In addition to recognizing past injustices that marginalized and oppressed those 

racialized non-white in Canada at the hands of those racialized white, many students (at 

some points in time) also acknowledged the privilege enjoyed by those racialized white. 

Perhaps the most obvious acknowledgement of this racial privileging occurred during the 

one-on-one interviews with student participants as one of the questions I posed was, do 

you experience benefits or drawbacks because you are considered to be white/non-

white? As Henry illustrated, “I feel like I have more privileges than other races…or like 

(we are) thought higher more, people aren’t scared of us, I’d say so we have more 

advantages.”   Zander also agreed that, “we are white privileged” and went on to explain 

some of the ways he sees this privileging in his own life. He claimed, “I see it when I am 

at work…whenever a person who is not white comes in, people feel not as secure. You 

can see it in the people.”  Sharing this sentiment, Carter explained what it means to be 

considered white in Canadian society, “well I think it means…I am definitely part of the 
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dominant culture here. I feel like I don’t have to worry about this as much.”  When asked 

to qualify what some of these concerns might be for others, he responded with, “well I 

never have to feel like I am being discriminated against.”    Mike also admitted he is 

privileged as a result of his racialization stating, “I don’t have any stereotypes or 

anything that come with me...like if I apply for a job, no one is going to be like…oh, he 

is lazy because he is white.”  Perhaps in an effort to not offend me, Leah qualified her 

recognition of white privilege, “I don’t think I necessarily see it in class, but I definitely 

see it outside of class.” When asked to explain, she offered, “well, I mean like...even like 

on facebook there is discrimination towards minority groups…like at the grocery story… 

you can see people whispering.”   

On a related note, students also recognized that people racialized non-white are not 

only differentially privileged but they often face discrimination because of the way they 

are racialized. For example, after noting his own privilege and relatively free-from-

discrimination life, Carter conceded that people who are racialized non-white, “have the 

same opportunities but there are more boundaries against them because they are not of 

the dominant group.”  As previously described, many students were able to speak about 

the historical marginalization and oppression of those racialized non-white in Canada. 

For example, Carter noted the lasting legacy of the Indian Act as it, “is absolutely 

catastrophic to Aboriginal peoples and their culture (sic).”   

In addition to recognizing the existence of white privilege, Carter offered some 

explanation as to why this privileging seems to go relatively unnoticed or 

unacknowledged.   He explained, “I don’t think anyone really wants to admit that this 

goes on, especially when we are booming (economically) so to speak.”  Carter also 
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argued that many within the dominant group do not want to admit their privilege. He 

claimed, “the dominant people are more willing to admit that the minority are 

disadvantaged but not that they are over privileged.”    

While most of the participants acknowledged the privileging they enjoyed as a 

result of their racialization, a few also suggested some perceived drawbacks they 

suffered as a result of this same racialization. For example, Mike explains, “there are 

some drawbacks (to being a white Canadian)…like university…like First Nations 

students get university for free...right…I don’t…so there are a few things that are 

different.”  Chandler also shared a similar sentiment as he claimed his white identity 

could also work against him for university. He perceived, “that First Nations people have 

an easier time to get in…if they want to get in. But for me, it would be harder to get it in 

if I didn’t have the money cause I wouldn’t be able to pick up that loan.”  Thus, some 

racialized white students in this study realized they are privileged as a result of their 

racialization, but others clearly misunderstood and misinterpreted programs that have 

been put in place to address systemic inequities.  These misrepresentations are often 

articulated as a form of resistance by those privileged within dominant systems as these 

initiatives (intending to address systemic inequities) “will upset the balance of power” 

(Brayboy et al., 2007, p. 165).   

Others seemed to have contradictory thoughts with respect to any significant 

benefits or drawbacks experienced due to their racialization. For example, Clint 

acknowledged that he is racialized as a white Canadian but he did not recognize any 

privilege he enjoyed as a result of this racialization. Instead, perpetuating a colourblind 

discourse he claimed, “I don’t honestly think it has a huge effect…I believe that no 
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matter what colour you are, it is all the same. It just depends on who the person is.”  

However, he followed this claim with the statement, “I don’t think it really changes 

anything…I definitely think in society it definitely probably gives me an advantage…I 

don’t think I have necessarily noticed it…but I am saying it probably did at some point.”  

It is not overtly clear why Clint chose to state both of these contradictory claims, but it 

may be an example of ideological incongruence wherein a conflict exists between one’s 

beliefs and his or her life experiences (Solomon et al., 2005). Rather than consciously 

and blatantly saying two different things, these contradictory claims might be understood 

as representing his struggle to make sense of these competing discourses. As Lensmire 

(2010) theorizes, Clint might be struggling with a deep ambivalence that is central to 

white racial identities.  Through his reflections, Clint has taken up the colourblind and 

multicultural discourses that often shape the national identity of Canada and Canadians; 

however, he appeared to also be aware of the very real ways that these ideals are not the 

lived reality of many in our nation.  Hence he struggles with this ambivalence and with 

which of these discourses to employ at a given time.   

As well as acknowledging the privileging of those racialized white, many students 

also seemed to recognize the existence of whiteness as a powerful, structuring force with 

very real economic, social and political benefits.  For example, Henry acknowledged the 

ongoing benefits enjoyed by those racialized white. He claimed that as a result of having 

more privileges or advantages as a racialized white person, “we get better education to 

lead to better lives.”  Chandler also noted very real economic and political advantages 

enjoyed by those racialized white as evidenced by the overwhelming racial inequality 

with respect to monetary wealth. He claimed, “white people are very privileged. We 
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control the vast majority of all industry in the world” and “among the richest people in 

the world, I can guarantee at least half are white and this happened because they are 

trusted among our society a lot which is because they’re white.”  Carter also seemed to 

understand, to some degree, the larger social and political forces at work as we discussed 

the issues plaguing the inner city. He extrapolated the named concerns to note, “the 

problem is also deeper, it is an issue of First Nations inequality and self-determination.”  

Alyssa also acknowledged the racialized and systemic nature of the power imbalance 

that exists within Canadian society. She attributed it to “a very dark and shady past 

concerning the relationship between Indigenous peoples and European settlers…a 

relationship that was instrumental in determining the balance of power that can be 

witnessed in our society to this day.”  After noting many examples of past mistreatment 

and abuse of those racialized non-white, Alyssa explained how these oppressive acts are 

part of the foundation of Canadian society and hence continue to have a profound impact 

today. She noted,   

These events and many others led to racism and prejudiced attitudes visible in our 

society. But what people forget, they were also fundamental in forming our 

society. The problem is that deep-rooted. These events are the reason why there is 

a greater concentration of poverty in the aboriginal community. 

 

5.2.9 Recognizing the interdependence of the privileged and the oppressed 

Though many students recognized that people racialized white enjoy unearned 

privileges within society, I wanted to gain a better appreciation of their perceptions of 

the relationship of whiteness and white privilege to the marginalization and oppression 
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of those who are racialized non-white.  I asked students to consider the relationship 

between those individuals who are privileged as a result of their racialization, gender, or 

other aspect of their identity and those who are marginalized. Specifically, as one 

possible reflection prompt following the reading of McIntosh’s (1998) article, I asked 

students to consider if people are either oppressors or oppressed.  Framed in this way, I 

perpetuated the discursive production of the racial binary as well as the belief that 

individuals belong to either one group or the other in a static way. However, it was my 

attempt to apply some pressure to those students who were continuing to claim that these 

issues did not concern or relate to them. Instead, I might have encouraged students to 

consider how they could be both oppressors and oppressed due to multiple and varied 

aspects of their identities.  

Some participants seemed to be very aware of this interdependent, parasitically co-

produced relationship. Carter acknowledged that, “for one to be oppressed, you need an 

oppressor and to be an oppressor you need someone to oppress. There is not much of an 

in-between.”  Alyssa also identified the connection as she recognized, “you are 

oppressed or you contribute to oppression usually because you benefit from it.”  She 

related this inverse, co-dependent relationship when analyzing both the signing and the 

legacy of the numbered treaties. Alyssa acknowledged the “Europeans benefited the 

most from Treaty Four…this put the aboriginals (sic) at a disadvantage.”  She went on to 

argue, “I do believe we should acknowledge and fulfill the parts of the treaty that should 

benefit the First Nations people because it is true that the rest of society gets to enjoy the 

benefits of the treaties every day.”   Further acknowledging the on-going relationship 

between the oppressor and the oppressed, Alyssa maintained, 
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Most people of European descent are now in a position where they benefit 

automatically from the events of the past while the Aboriginal minority do (sic) 

not. The rest of society cannot continue to ignore these problems (as outlined in 

Canada’s worst neighbourhood article) because in many ways we helped cause 

them.  

 

Rather astutely, Alyssa realized the inherent problem with continuing to address 

these issues in the same way as in the past. She concluded,  

That being said, we also cannot think that we always know what’s best because 

we’ve learned from the past that this is not always the case. If the government tries 

to completely take control…this too would be detrimental because it shows that we 

do not value their (Indigenous peoples) ability to make decisions (based) on their 

own cultural values. 

 

Despite the fact that many of the white racialized participants seemed to recognize 

the privileges they enjoy because of the ways they are racialized, some did not share the 

same understanding of the relationship between the oppressor and the oppressed. These 

did not seem to equate being privileged with oppressing someone else. Mike 

acknowledged that people racialized white are privileged, but he did not recognize the 

interdependence as he claimed, “I think you can be neutral. I am not oppressed and I 

definitely do not oppress people.”  Mike’s failure to acknowledge any interdependence 

between those who are privileged and those who are oppressed perpetuated the 

individualization of systemic inequity by ignoring its existence. Mike also employed an 
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additional discursive strategy to protect these whitening forces as he downplayed the 

significance of this privileging in contemporary society, arguing, “I don’t think it is this 

extreme anymore.” Clint also acknowledged white privilege in principle but resisted 

many of the supporting explanations. With respect to claims made by McIntosh (1998), 

he argued, “all her points were not really advantages…her list…it was some of the 

stupidest arguments I’ve ever heard on this subject.”  The ability of some students to 

maintain the disconnect between themselves as privileged and the Other as marginalized 

and oppressed, demonstrated how powerful these discursive strategies can be as they 

worked to restructure and support whiteness.  

 

5.2.10 Recognizing the intersectionality of aspects of one’s identity 

In addition to making connections between racialization and privilege, some 

participants acknowledged the intersectionality between racial privileging and other 

aspects of  identity. The most often noted connection was with respect to the 

intersections of  racialization and socio-economic class. For example, some participants 

acknowledged that a significantly higher percentage of those with access to wealth are 

racialized white. Chandler argued, “among the richest people in the world, I can 

guarantee at least half are white and this happened because they are trusted among our 

society a lot which is because they’re white.”   Also verbalizing this intersectionality, 

Leah noted, “it's not only white privilege but there is also a privilege to riches.”   

Perhaps more commonly acknowledged by many of the participants was the 

converse of this connection; that there exists a higher percentage of people racialized 

non-white without access to wealth (or the means to accumulate it). For example, Alyssa 
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ranked the three most important contemporary issues in Canada as religious and ethnic 

hatred, pollution and the environment, and the growing gap between the rich and the 

poor and then critically noted, “I also think one and three are very closely related.”  

Alyssa also argued in another piece of work that past injustices and abuses based on 

racist and prejudiced attitudes are, “the reason why there is a greater concentration of 

poverty in the Aboriginal community.”  While contributing to a student-led discussion 

on issues in the inner city and the prominence of gangs, Carter also articulated the 

complexity and interconnectedness of several factors. He noted that, “while gangs are a 

big part of the problem, they cannot be pointed to as the only source of the problem such 

as the gap between the rich and poor, education and First Nations inequality.”  Many of 

these participants seemed to realize that intertwined realities significantly hampered the 

ability of marginalized peoples to be empowered. This is exemplified in Carter’s ability 

to connect the lack of economic power with inequality, when he stated, “Aboriginal 

people should have more power and money to deal with problems.” 

One particular participant’s response is worthy of further analysis. Henry seemed 

to indicate some understanding of the many ways different aspects of identity intersect to 

determine positionality.  He noted that while those racialized white do have more 

privileges, “it may be (as a result of) education.”  Henry went on to argue that white 

privilege may not only have to do with one’s racialization but also the “availability” of 

opportunity. While he does not expand on this statement, it can be read as an awareness 

of the diverse forms of capital as theorized by Bourdieu (1986).  Bourdieu (1986) argues 

that capital is evident in three forms: economic (that which can be directly converted into 

money and is often institutionalized as property rights), cultural (that which can be 
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converted into money under certain circumstances and is often institutionalized as 

educational qualifications), and social (that which can be converted into money under 

certain circumstances and is often encompassed as social connections). Using a 

Bourdieuian lens, one might argue that Henry’s reference to a privileging that results 

from higher levels of education may illustrate an understanding of the value of cultural 

capital. Similarly, his reference to an availability of opportunity may illustrate his 

appreciation for the value of social capital. While Henry appears to be aware of various 

forms of capital in the Bourdieuian sense, he does not acknowledge any appreciation of 

their interconnected and transferable nature. Hence, it is unclear whether Henry 

recognized the extent to which whiteness can serve as an economic, cultural or social 

form of capital. 

Throughout the research, many participants seemed to recognize how issues of 

race and other aspects of identity (particularly economic wealth) were related and 

interdependent, but many also seemed to understand the cyclical and sometimes self-

sustaining nature of oppression. For example, in discussing educational challenges in the 

inner city, several students recognized the interplay between various systemic and social 

factors. Citing student transiency statistics, Clint noted that, “switching four schools in a 

year would automatically make your grades way (worse).”  Alyssa also acknowledged 

“the kids would also have way more behavioural problems…they would be acting 

out…feeling like they don’t fit in anywhere.”  Noting the cyclical nature of these issues, 

Alyssa argued, “I mean it is like a generational thing. If you grow up seeing that then 

you are going to be that way.” While this statement does recognize the cyclical 

perpetuation of these issues, her comment can also be read as furthering a blaming the 
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victim discourse as she lays the responsibility for perpetuating this cycle of poverty or 

lack of success on the Other.  

 

5.2.11 Proposing a way forward 

Much can be learned about the ways in which students perceive their racialization 

and its connection to privilege from their suggestions about what might be done to work 

through past, present and perhaps even future issues of inequality, marginalization and 

oppression. Some students reiterated redemption narratives claiming that Canada already 

corrected many of the wrongs of the past so now just needs to look forward and 

celebrate. This is evident in Zander’s comment, “we need to look at what we have done 

good (sic) and start there…trust me…Canada has done good.”  Chandler also pointed out 

that some past actions have hurt nationalist claims but stressed, “we also have actions 

that help like our loyalty towards our nation and the respect we show to others.”  

Zander’s and Chandler’s response acknowledge historical inequities and injustices, but 

their overall message is that Canada needs to appreciate how it has redeemed itself. In 

quickly dismissing these abuses and their legacies, the students are perpetuating 

dominant discourses in uncritical ways and thus are remaining relatively disconnected 

from and disengaged with the oppression and marginalization of Others in Canada. They 

reproduce the inequity and injustice as historical issues that have already (or perhaps, 

mostly) been rectified. Through these reproductions, whiteness and white privilege are 

(re)inscribed in the classroom.  

Alternatively, other participants seemed to be more aware that much work needs to 

be done before we can legitimately claim Canada to be a just and fair nation.  It is 
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interesting to note the diverse approaches suggested to reconcile injustices and 

inequalities. Some students chose to frame these issues as the “problems” of the 

marginalized groups that need to be resolved. For example, in their vision for the future 

project, Henry and his partner suggested a list of ‘special’ rights that should be given to 

Indigenous peoples in order to establish what they understood to be equality within 

Canadian society. These special rights included promises like allowing “them to practice 

their religion and beliefs freely,” adding a “bonus for residential schools survivors,” and 

allowing “them to have their own reserve bonuses anywhere.”  This pair then qualified 

that these benefits should last for only two years since “we will need to end these 

benefits to ensure that everyone is equal, otherwise there would be a huge uproar on how 

‘unfair’ our society is.”   

While these two students appear to appreciate that injustices and inequity exist, 

their views are steeped in whiteness and Eurocentrism and demonstrate significant 

misunderstandings. First, the students do not seem to be aware the rights and freedoms of 

all Canadians are entrenched in the Constitution, nor that payments have already been 

made to residential school survivors. From the terminology used (i.e. allow or add), it is 

clearly implied that the power dynamic will remain unchallenged and hence unchanged. 

Dominant white racialized society will be in charge, will decide what will happen to 

those who are and continue to be marginalized, and will impose a timeline. Obviously, 

dominant discourses are employed that attempt to (re)produce Canada as an equal and 

fair nation and reconcile any competing knowledge that may challenge these students’ 

sense of themselves as Canadians. Their use of these discourses attempts to reconstruct 

the notion that Canada is a level playing field in which all people have the same 
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opportunity to succeed.  Though they seem to acknowledge that some additional support 

is required for those who have experienced marginalization and oppression, these 

particular students seemed to see it as limited support required to ensure a quick fix for 

the betterment of society. They call for little or no significant involvement of or 

responsibility for these injustices by those privileged as members of the dominant social 

group. Instead, these issues are primarily ones that need to be addressed within the 

marginalized groups. Through this continued extension of a ‘blame the victim’ 

discourse, whiteness and white privilege remain disconnected, uncontested and 

continually perpetuated.  

Similarly, some student participants advocated for increased efforts to include the 

marginalized within Canadian society but they seemed to have a limited form of 

inclusion in mind. For example, Andrew argued that French culture should be more fully 

incorporated into multiple aspects of Canadian society; however, it should not “be 

overbearing…the French need to not force their language on others.”  Responses like this 

support the claims of Légaré (1995) who argues that one frequent way of neutralizing 

“Otherness” is to safely distance it from present day political, economic, and social 

realities by relegating it to a status of a non-political ethnic identity. Thus, it does not 

significantly impact the power wielded by dominant groups and therefore dominant 

Euro-white, English speaking Canadian culture is not challenged (Légaré, 1995). At first 

glance Andrew seemed to be supportive of the inclusion of French culture and language 

in Canadian society. Upon closer examination, what he was arguing for might be 

described as merely tolerating difference in a way that would not significantly challenge 

or impact dominant society or the maintenance of the status quo.   
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Finally, other participants acknowledged the complicity of dominant social groups 

in the development and perpetuation of systems of inequality and injustice in Canada and 

they called for all Canadians to be involved in and accountable for the processes of 

reconciliation.    Leah recognized that what Canada has done thus far to address 

inequality and injustice is not enough. She called for increased compensation for 

residential school survivors, increased treaty payments for First Nations people (taking 

inflation into account), renegotiation of the terms and understanding of land ownership 

with respect to reserve lands, and the development of schools to teach Aboriginal 

languages and culture based on the educational work of the Maori in New Zealand. 

While Leah did not explicitly address efforts required by privileged citizens within 

society, she did note that Government will fund these plans. Hence it is implied that as 

taxpayers, the financial responsibility will fall on all Canadians.   

Other students go even further in implicating privileged members of society in 

plans for reconciliation. Kris and his partner called for increased exposure to and 

awareness of past injustices and issues. They argued, “when we are taught about it, it can 

prevent biased opinions from forming based on the opinions of family members or others 

with significant influences.”  As cited previously, Alyssa recognized the responsibility of 

all Canadians to, “spend more time addressing the issues that arise everyday in our 

society, and less time pretending they do not exist.”  She also argued for increased 

diligence when teaching the youth as: 

children should not get al.l the way to high school before learning about the history 

of aboriginal peoples. By this time, they are already exposed to all types of racist 
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and uniformed views that could influence them. It is important for children to 

understand what happened so they won’t make the same mistakes.   

 

Carter developed an extensive vision for the future that implicated dominant 

society in the process of reconciling inequalities and injustices. He argued for the 

immediate intervention of the Federal government and Aboriginal communities to 

address issues of sub-standard living conditions on reserves. He lobbied for the 

continuation and support of the healing process from Canada’s assimilationist policies, 

further recognition of land rights and claims, continued efforts to ensure the preservation 

of Aboriginal cultures and empowerment through self-government, and improved quality 

of education systems to preserve Aboriginal cultures. Carter also proposed the 

development of another House of Federal government for First Peoples to deal with 

issues of particular interest to Indigenous peoples. These extensive proposals not only 

address issues of inequality and injustice as they relate specifically to those marginalized 

and oppressed, they also acknowledge the complicity of dominant society and those who 

are privileged by these inequalities and injustices. In light of this, these students seemed 

to have a more critical and thoroughly developed sense of their own racialization and its 

connection to both privilege and the ongoing marginalization and oppression of others in 

Canadian society.  
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CHAPTER 6: UNDERSTANDING HOW I CONTRIBUTE TO AND AM 
IMPLICATED IN STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS 

 

Throughout this inquiry, I was intently focused on developing a deeper, more 

nuanced appreciation of the ways in which students perceive their racialization and its 

connections to privilege as well as how I, as their racialized white teacher, contribute to 

and am implicated in these perceptions. While I have already examined the prominent 

themes that emerged from the data with respect to students’ perceptions and my potential 

influence on their perceptions, given the auto-ethnographic aspect of this research, I need 

to take a closer, more critical look at the ways in which I, as the classroom teacher, both 

knowingly and unwittingly contribute to my students’ understandings. There were times 

throughout the unit where I overtly attempted to disrupt (and have the students disrupt) 

many dominant discourses that circulate within the classroom that serve to racialize 

myself and others. However, not only were there many other instances in which I found 

myself struggling to effectively disrupt (or encourage the students to disrupt) dominant 

discourses and their resulting constructions, there were also moments through which I 

unwittingly continued to perpetuate many others.   As I re-examine my experiences and 

reflections and begin to consider their significance, I find myself caught in a space of 

tension. On the one hand, I am more acutely aware of the tremendous power and 

influence I clearly have on the learning experiences of my students within the classroom. 

On the other hand, I am left wondering if in the long-term, the disruptions I attempted to 

orchestrate in my classroom will have any significant and lasting impacts for students at 

all.  
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6.1 Encouraging the critical deconstruction and (re)consideration of identities 

As is likely to be expected given the focus of this research inquiry, I seemed to be 

particularly focused on encouraging students to critically consider the ways in which we 

perceive our racializations (and other aspects of our identities) within these two grade 12 

classrooms. Through my reflections on and re-examination of the gathered data, it seems 

as though I worked to encourage students to deconstruct as well as (re)construct 

identities (specifically racializations) in three significant ways: by encouraging critical 

engagement with class topics and the students’ consideration of their own knowledge 

and understanding; by planning for and orchestrating critical activities and the use of 

critical resources; and, by disrupting and deconstructing dominant discourses as they 

emerged and became obvious in the classroom.       

 

6.1.1 Encouraging the disruption of dominant discourses and the 

problematizing of constructed identities  

Throughout this unit, I attempted to encourage students to engage more 

substantively in critical engagement with topics and activities. I hoped that by 

encouraging the young people in my classes to be more reflective, they might begin to be 

more aware of some of the forces at play in the perpetuation and (re)construction of 

identities that are generally normalized and thus invisible. It was my aim that students 

would then become more critical of these and many other forces at work to privilege 

some and marginalize others within society. To encourage critical consideration of the 

production of self and other, I would often share my motivation or rationale for the work 

we were doing or the discussions we were having. For example, as the students and I 
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read the MacLean’s article entitled, “Canada’s worst neighbourhood” (Gatehouse, 2007), 

I shared with the students that in addition to considering concepts outlined in the 

provincial curriculum, I was hoping to encourage a critical examination of some of the 

nationalist claims that pervade public discourses and national consciousness. For 

example, I wanted students to consider whether Canada and Canadians are living up to 

multicultural claims embedded in official multicultural policy if new immigrants are 

required to speak English or French. To what extent is Canada actually embracing 

multicultural ideals (beyond the existence of diverse groups) if discriminatory 

comments, stereotypes, and practices are blatantly obvious and inequities so thoroughly 

infused throughout Canadian systems?  

In other instances, I attempted to engage students in acts of critical discourse 

analysis in order to have them more deeply analyze how we have come to understand the 

nation and ourselves. As described earlier, critical discourse analysis involves the 

examination of texts and discourses within their social contexts to discern how they are 

used to ensure “power and identity are legitimized, negotiated and contested toward 

political ends” (Luke, 1996, p. 12). The students and I discussed some of the dominant 

ideas or discourses that are often taken up with respect to particular issues within 

Canadian society and the resulting influence of these discourses on perceptions or 

constructions. For example, I encouraged the students to critically consider many of the 

popular beliefs common in Western Canada with respect to French nationalism and 

sovereignty, including the sentiment French Canadians want, “to have their cake and eat 

it too.”  Through my research, it appeared that students used such sentiments to argue 

French Canadians want both sovereignty and the benefits of being Canadian.  The 
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students and I discussed the ways statements like these worked to frame French-English 

relations in Western Canada and how this framing left little room for alternative 

constructions or perceptions. As discussed earlier, I had the students watch a video 

production that challenged some of these constructions as it pitted an abrasive Western 

Canadian against a passionate, thoughtful Quebecois (“X-Change,” 2002). As many of 

the students were drawn to the more reflective personality of the young Quebecois man, 

they seemed more willing to reconsider some of their previous understandings and ideas. 

It was through these experiences and others like them that I hoped to encourage the 

students to think more critically and examine some of the forces at play that affect what 

and how individuals construct knowledge and identities.  

The most obvious way I directly influenced students’ perceptions of their 

racialization and its connection to privilege was through the activities I planned and the 

resources used in the classroom. The following serve as examples of ways I explicitly 

planned to disrupt dominant discourses and nationalist narratives operating in the 

classroom in order to implicate dominant society in the marginalization of the Other, 

thereby encouraging students to recognize not only the connection between those who 

are privileged and those who are oppressed, but to re-establish a connection between the 

past and the present.  

During our examination of the numbered treaties (the written text of Treaty Four in 

particular), I asked students to respond to the following prompts.  

1. Consider the tone of the document. Does it reflect an agreement made by two 

sovereign groups? Explain and cite specific examples. 

2. Cite evidence of the models of acculturation in the treaty document. 
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3. Please read, “We all have treaty rights” (Hugli, 2006). Reflect on the author’s 

premise. What do you think of her argument?  

4. Who benefits from Treaty Four? 

a. In 1874? Explain. 

b. Today? Explain. 

5. What role do these treaties play in today’s society? 

 

While these prompts are mostly phrased as questions (and as such may suggest there 

are alternative responses), the way they are designed and stated attempts to ensure that 

students employ a critical lens. The third, fourth, and fifth questions specifically require 

students to reconsider discourses often circulating in society with respect to treaties, 

namely that treaties only benefit First Nations peoples, and that they no longer have 

significant relevance today.  Similarly, when examining the Indian Act of 1876 students 

were prompted to consider specific aspects of the Act, how it related to the spirit of the 

numbered treaties, and its continuing legacy today.   Through the analysis of these 

activities, I aimed to draw students’ attention to the precise areas that I wanted them to 

consider, in effect privileging some understandings and considerations above others.  

The framing of the culminating authentic performance task in the first module also 

demonstrated my attempt to disrupt the dominant discourses that often exist as common 

sense understandings and to establish connections between those who are privileged and 

those who are oppressed as well as connections between the past and the present. As I 

described in detail in Chapter 4, the students were asked to create a proposal entitled, 

“our vision for the future.” Upon reflection, it is clear that because of the way I chose to 
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frame and to present the required aspects of this assignment, the students were led 

towards a particular (critical) explanation of historical events and actions in Canada. The 

assignment was clearly based on my belief that current society is unfair and unjust and 

that it might be possible to suggest a way forward that would satisfy the desires of all 

Canadians.  The students were not provided with any opportunity to refute these 

assumptions. Thus, it would have been challenging to approach this assignment in any 

way that was not aligned with social justice ideals.  

In an attempt to disrupt dominant discourses that often construct French Canadian 

nationalists as individuals who merely want to be perceived as special or distinct and 

thus worthy of special treatment, I diligently attempted to frame our examination of 

French and English relations in Canada as one wherein a minoritized population is 

fighting for cultural survival in the face of an assimilationist dominant society. As 

previously mentioned, we viewed a program wherein the Quebecois male seemed to 

evoke considerably more empathy that his brash and domineering Anglophone 

counterpart. We also discussed the prevalence of the French language in our own city 

and how it compared to English in terms of use and availability.  We considered how this 

language inequity works to privilege and empower those who speak English and 

marginalize those who do not.  

Mirroring our consideration of the ways in which the models of acculturation were 

used with respect to the relationship between Indigenous peoples and European 

colonizers, I discussed with students how the British embraced decidedly different 

approaches to deal with French settlers in Canada. While the French and the English 

certainly clashed to gain control of what is now Canada, once the British established 
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control they passed the Quebec Act 1774, in which French culture was “recognized as a 

distinct part of the Canadian cultural fabric” (Smith, McDevitt, & Scully, 1996, p. 33). 

This formalized recognition is in stark contrast to the blatant attempts to assimilate the 

Indigenous peoples with policies like the Indian Act of 1876, the residential schools 

system, and the 60s scoop. I prompted the students to consider why these different 

approaches were taken. Students were quick to point out a number of possible reasons, 

including the shared history of the English and French, a common western mentality, 

similar religious beliefs (Christianity), and a fear of retribution in Europe. While I was 

pleased to observe that the students recognized how these and many other commonalities 

likely encouraged the British to identify more closely with the French, I pushed them 

further to consider the role of racialization in the differential treatment of Indigenous and 

French peoples by the British. Through conversations like this one, I endeavoured to 

provide opportunities for the disruption of dominant discourses and to encourage 

students to reconsider what they thought they knew about Canada. 

In an attempt to disrupt the status quo by encouraging students to deconstruct the 

(re)structuring forces of whiteness in the classroom, I planned for the critical 

consideration of McIntosh’s (1998) article, “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible 

Knapsack.”   Initially, I was hesitant to share this article with the students and I 

repeatedly wrestled with this decision throughout the unit.  While I have used this article 

with many other student groups in the past, I feared how these discussions would impact 

the already often-contentious dynamic in these classrooms and the student-to-student and 

teacher-to-student relationships. However, as there seemed to be a resurgence of 

dominant racial discourses at various times throughout the unit and an often uncritical 
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perpetuation of the myths of meritocracy, equality and colour blindness, I finally decided 

to introduce the students to this article. In the end, I am grateful for making this decision 

because the students’ reflections and conversations were incredibly enlightening.  In 

hindsight, videotaping these sessions would have been of great value to the research 

since many of the students spoke passionately and unabatedly about the article. 

Throughout these conversations, several students seemed to identify with and openly 

acknowledge their awareness of racial privileges.  Some students also appeared to be 

wrestling with some of their personal perceptions. These discussions also encouraged 

many of the racialized non-white students in the classroom to speak to some of their 

lived experiences as members of the racialized minority in society. In fact, a few of these 

racialized non-white students stayed back at the end of class to continue various facets of 

our conversation. This is something they had never done before. While I cannot say for 

certain why these students wished to continue talking, I suggest that perhaps this 

discussion affirmed their experiences and identities as racialized non-white Others in 

ways that many of the other discussions had not. Perhaps these students were motivated 

to share their experiences and reflections as they recognized themselves in these topics. 

 In addition to challenging students to think more critically about racialization and 

the construction of Canada, and creating activities and employing resources with the 

same goals, my recorded reflections illustrate ways in which I often interjected into 

classroom conversations and activities to disrupt the circulation of dominant discourses. 

These interjections were often intended to highlight particular assumptions or positions. I 

would often encourage students to consider the Eurocentric views underlying statements 

made in class. One particular episode involved the topic of teaching of treaties in the 



 

 

260 

classroom. As I described the Ministry of Education’s treaty education mandate, some 

students expressed surprise as they did not feel as though they had learned about treaties 

before. I prompted them to consider why that might be the case. Andrew argued that 

perhaps it was because we are of European descent and we are in a European school 

system, there is not always enough time for Indigenous perspectives. While this claim is 

certainly telling of Andrew’s perception of treaties in terms of who and what they are 

for, it also illustrated a common perception that engaging with these understandings and 

this information is optional and hence superfluous. I encouraged students to think more 

critically by asking them the question, “does it have anything to do with race?”  This 

prompted other students to acknowledge the Eurocentric assumptions embedded in these 

practices through statements arguing that Europeans do not understand First Nations and 

Europeans think they are better than everyone else.  

As someone committed to anti-oppressive education, I am heartened to hear these 

reflections; having said that I cannot help but recognize that the construction of the 

“Europeans” in this way had a very abstract and disconnected feel as though Europeans 

were almost reified as a distant, distinct group of people. These students who would be 

racialized white and English speaking did not seem to identify with the group they 

referred to as Europeans. Rather there seemed to be a distancing of themselves from 

Europeans as if they were other peoples at different points.            

This discursive strategy of distancing was also used by some members of my 

classes in our examination of the numbered treaties. Several students were quick to 

blame the government for abusing situations in which there were imbalances in power 

with Indigenous peoples as they negotiated treaties. Some students recognized how the 
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Crown has and continues to benefit significantly as a result of these agreements as it now 

owns the land. In an attempt to disrupt this discursive strategy, I jumped in to point out, 

but don’t you (and your parents) own the land too? Aren’t your homes on this land? 

Some students argued that the answer to resolving many of the outstanding treaty 

disputes might just be to get rid of treaties altogether as this would make all Canadian 

equal. In response, I clarified the implication of this suggestion by asking if that then 

meant the students (and their families) would have to surrender the land too. When one 

student denied that this would be the case, I attempted to clarify his response. I 

challenged Clint that his suggestion implied that he (and others like him) would retain all 

of the rights and benefits under treaty but only the other group (First Nations) would be 

stripped of its. Clint responded with, “I have never thought about it that way.”  

I also repeatedly attempted to disrupt the myth of meritocracy as it crept into the 

classroom. At various times, students would argue that issues of inequality and 

marginalization would be rectified if people would just work hard. Some students (like 

Leah) would explain how their families had overcome hardships by working hard and 

making sacrifices. In an attempt to disrupt these discourses, I encouraged students to 

consider alternative perceptions. At one point, I likened life to running a race. I asked the 

students to consider if within Canadian society, they felt everyone began at the same 

starting line.  More specifically, I asked them to consider if those living in poverty, those 

with physical, emotional or even learning challenges, or those who were marginalized in 

some way started at the same point as those who are privileged in varying ways within 

Canadian society. Similarly, as some students were arguing the lack of fairness within 

society because some individuals receive what might be considered handouts or extras 
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while others do not, I asked them to consider if they would be willing to trade places 

with a marginalized person. Most students were quick to acknowledge that it would not 

be worth it. Others took a little more time but reached the same conclusion. While these 

are only a few specific examples, it is quite apparent that there were many ways in which 

I likely influenced the perceptions of the students with respect to their racialization and 

its connection to privilege.    

Upon reflection, I find myself both satisfied and troubled. I am satisfied that at 

times I have engaged students in the disruption of dominant discourses and in the critical 

(re)consideration of their own racialization. However, I am troubled by the very direct, 

pervasive ways these disruptions have shaped the entire unit. I am clearly intent on 

leading the students where I want them to go. But part of me is left to wonder whether 

the influence or power I have on student learning is any better than the pervasiveness of 

the dominant discourses. Am I not just pointing them in another direction? While I 

would argue this alternative is a more socially just direction than the uncritical 

acceptance of the status quo, does this make it reasonable to encourage or perhaps force 

(as a result of the power differential) students to take up another set of discourses? Given 

how pointed the activities, conversations, and assignments were, there is little space left 

for students to articulate alternative understandings. Thus, I am left wondering if the 

approach I have taken is any more reasonable or democratic than the one it replaced. 

 

 

6.1.2 But do these disruptions really have any lasting impact anyway?  
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While I am concerned with my often-overt pursuit of disruption in the classroom, 

I am also left to wonder if any of the critical work I did with students will have any 

lasting impact. Did the activities and conversations encourage the students to internalize 

these alternative viewpoints, critical understandings, and skills of disruption, or are they 

quickly forgotten as the powerful and pervasive discursive strategies of whiteness 

circulate and (re)structure these understandings? As Spitz (1992) acknowledges, 

“(r)easoned dialogue allows the fullest explanation of any substantive idea; but powerful 

depiction on stage may engrave a deeper impression with tools far sharper than the most 

pointed logic” (p. 28). If the latter is the case, what additional activities or discussions 

could I plan for in the future to ensure the solidification of more critical understandings 

and skills?  

 

6.2 Perpetuating and/or allowing for the continued perpetuation of dominant 

discourses and the resulting constructions of identities 

As I reflected critically throughout the research process, it became clear that I did 

work to actively disrupt dominant discourses and nationalist narratives, to implicate 

dominant society in the ongoing marginalization of the Other, thereby encouraging 

students to recognize the connection between those who are privileged and those who are 

oppressed, and to re-establish the connection between the past and the present in ways 

that likely impacted the students’ perceptions of their racialization and its connection to 

privilege. However, it is just as obvious that I was also complicit in the ongoing 

perpetuation of dominant discourses (and the resulting constructions) in both active and 

passive ways. A critical examination of the activities I planned for and the resources I 
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used in the classroom demonstrated how at times I failed to encourage my students to 

critically disrupt the status quo. At the onset of this unit, I showed a video that I 

described earlier, entitled, Canadian Identity (Classroom Video, 1991). The video was 

useful in so far as it introduced many of the issues Canadians have and continue to face 

as a nation, and the ways it also presented freedom, equality, respect, tolerance, and the 

promotion of democratic rights as the undisputed values of Canada. It described all 

Canadians as friendly, hard working, tolerant, independent, strong, gentle, and peace 

loving. I have shown this video numerous times over the years and had not previously 

questioned the perpetuation of these claims nor the resulting (re)construction of 

nationalist identity through the video’s narrative.  

Another specific example emerges from the way I framed a question regarding 

the rise of nationalism in Quebec following the Quiet Revolution. I asked students to 

consider what Quebec was now asking the rest of Canada for.  By framing the question 

in this way, I reiterated a common perception that the province of Quebec is (and the 

Quebecois are) making special demands of Canada (above and beyond those of other 

regions and populations) and that meeting these demands would come at the expense of 

the rest of Canada and Canadians. In other words, by constructing the question in this 

way I was implying that recognizing the language, cultural, and self-governance rights of 

French Canadians would be at a cost to English speaking Canadians.  While I 

deconstructed this wording and the constructions it implied with the students, I worry 

that the dominant construction prevailed.  

While neither of these two examples are catastrophic in and of themselves, they 

do demonstrate just how pervasive and insidious dominant discourses and nationalist 
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narratives can be. Even as my attention was particularly focused on disrupting these 

structuring devices within the Change and Culture unit, they continued to surface 

repeatedly. It makes me wonder just how many other times and in how many other forms 

these discourses are present even within this supposedly more critical space. 

Alternatively, it also causes me to consider just how critical my classroom really is if 

these discourses continue to be obvious and that I am responsible for reproducing them 

in uncritical ways.  

Perhaps one of the most significant ways that I was complicit in the continuing 

racialization of myself as well as the students was through the active perpetuation of an 

oversimplified us-versus-them binary. As previously noted, in an attempt to place myself 

within the purview of the discussion and to acknowledge my position as a racialized 

white person, I found myself repeatedly using ‘we’ as the students and I discussed the 

actions and intentions of those racialized white. I constructed this identity intentionally 

to place myself within the parameters of this complex relationship rather than allowing 

myself to be constructed as not connected to or implicated in these relationships. 

However, as noted earlier, it became clear to me how this binary was reproduced in ways 

that further perpetuated the creation of diverse subjectivities with differential access to 

power in the classroom. Regardless of my intentions, the ways in which I identified 

myself and others like me in these discussions (as well as constructing all racialized non-

white peoples as members of a homogenous they group) furthered the racialization of all 

students in the classroom and consequently the reification not only of these subjectivities 

but also the inequitable relationships between them. 
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6.2.1 Avoiding naming race 

As a result of this research, I have become increasingly aware of the ways I often 

avoided naming race and processes of racialization with students. For example, during 

one particular session, students were discussing some of the barriers that prevented some 

people from entering the workforce. For the longest time no one articulated who exactly 

“they” (the non-employed peoples) were, but because of the way the conversation 

flowed, it was certainly implied to me that “they” were the racialized Other. This 

implication was finally explicitly stated as a student noted how some employers have 

discriminatory hiring practices and thus will not hire Indigenous peoples.  Due to 

students’ lack of reaction to the comment or the lack of disruption of the conversation, 

this response appeared to fit with the trajectory of the discussion.  At the time, I was 

acutely aware of both this explicit omission and the implicit racial identity of the people 

in question. However, rather than disrupting this discursive strategy by naming and 

thereby making explicit the implication of the racialized Other, I consciously skirted the 

issue. During this particular conversation, I did note, “I don’t know if we are talking 

about people in poverty in general or a particular population….but what are some of the 

barriers (to obtaining work)?”  As Lensmire (2010) and Yoon (2012) theorize, by 

avoiding naming race (thus allowing it to remain an invisible aspect of one’s identity) 

and by sidestepping this white discursive practice, I served to deflect the racial 

undertones of the conversation, perpetuating the invisibleness of whiteness. 

At other times, I found myself verbalizing dominant discourses (or the nationalist 

narratives that support them) in order to name them. Once the discourse was made 

explicit, the students and I would examine and work to disrupt it together. While it was 
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clearly my intention to challenge the normalizing processes of these discourses, there 

were times it unnerved me to verbalize these ideas. I worried I was contributing to the 

perpetuation of these discourses even though the naming of them was accompanied by 

critique. By naming them in the classroom, was I giving them legitimacy? Were these 

disruptive elements of the conversations adequately internalized by students? Or did 

some individuals choose to identify with and take up the powerful discourse and merely 

disengage with the remainder of the conversation?  My fear seems to resonate with what 

Goodman (2001) characterizes as a common trait of those from privileged groups who 

have the option to deny or avoid the oppression of others, and thus may continue to be 

willfully ignorant.  

On a side note, this realization has helped me to appreciate just how easy (and 

troubling) it is for these dominant discourses to remain invisible. As I named these 

discourses, I felt tremendous uneasiness.  It was as though my internal filter was 

shouting, “you cannot say that out loud!”   This reality speaks to the insidious nature of 

the forces of whiteness. Its structuring forces are so pervasive and normalized (and thus 

invisible) within my identity that I experience considerable discomfort in exposing their 

existence.   Of course I consciously recognize that if dominant discourses that 

(re)produce whiteness are not named, they will not be disrupted. However, this sense of 

uneasiness demonstrated the incredible strength of these whitening forces to keep these 

discourses invisible.   

Closely related to this struggle of what to name and what not to name within the 

shared classroom space, was my on-going struggle as to where and when I (as teacher 

and as researcher) should step in and interject in student and classroom conversations. As 
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one of my main goals for this research project was to develop a more nuanced 

appreciation of students’ perceptions of their racialization and its connection to privilege, 

it was obviously imperative to listen to what students had to say. However, in sharing 

their thoughts and understandings, students also at times not only perpetuated nationalist 

discourses but also communicated significant misunderstandings and discriminatory 

beliefs. These comments were clearly very insightful for research purposes and, as such, 

I often felt motivated to let the conversation continue to see what it would reveal about 

students’ perceptions.  At the same time, it seemed ridiculous to leave these nationalist 

discourses, significant misunderstandings, and discriminatory beliefs unexamined or 

undisrupted in the classroom. Hence the teacher part of me was often very motivated to 

interject creating a situation where I often struggled with determining where and when to 

insert myself into conversations.  

I found that I attempted to strike a balance between encouraging students to speak 

freely but also setting reasonable boundaries as to what was appropriate within the 

shared space. When I noted that dominant discourses and misunderstandings were 

circulating, I would often attempt to disrupt with probing questions or alternative 

viewpoints. For example, as we were discussing the prevalence of white privilege in 

Canada, one student argued that this racialized privileging might occur here but in their 

own country, they (racialized non-white people) would be the majority and hence would 

be privileged.  In response, I asked, “so Canada is only home to white people?”  

Interestingly, the student quickly acknowledged how this inference followed from his 

statement and rescinded his claim. It was my intention to push the student (and his peers) 

to consider the un-named implication of his statement.  
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These topics can be difficult as students may be confronted with ideas that 

challenge many of their prior understandings, beliefs, and understandings of themselves. 

In turn, they may find themselves in challenging, unfamiliar, and uncomfortable 

territory. These conversations may also be difficult as students wrestle with accurately 

portraying their perceptions as well as framing their understandings in ways that allow 

for the continued perpetuation of nationalist myths like multiculturalism and tolerance.  

One student illustrated this struggle as he claimed that it was difficult not to cross the 

line in these discussions as anything that was said could be taken the wrong way.  It 

appeared as though on some level, this student recognized how difficult it was to express 

his racialized beliefs but also maintain these nationalists myths and his own identity as a 

‘tolerant’ Canadian. As I interjected to point out these inconsistencies, I was disrupting 

the discursive strategies some students were attempting to employ and thus I was 

significantly affecting what was being explicitly shared in the classroom.  

While at times I attempted to disrupt student statements with probing questions or 

alternative viewpoints, at other times I explicitly and abruptly ended other conversations 

due to their overtly racist or otherwise discriminatory tone. Although this situation was 

rare (it occurred twice), I need to acknowledge how it likely impacted the research. 

During one classroom session, students began to mimic stereotypical accents and 

speaking patterns of racialized non-white Others. One student went so far as to express 

his preference for certain racialized groups over others.  On this occasion, I clearly 

articulated that racist, discriminatory comments would not be tolerated.  Essentially I 

drew a line in the sand as to what was reasonable and appropriate to share and what was 
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not. As a result, I imagine that this declaration caused some students to be hesitant to 

openly share their perceptions.  

I also need to acknowledge that in general, students seemed to be relatively aware 

of these boundaries even without my reinforcement of them. These shared 

understandings became obvious on more than one occasion. As a student would share 

something that was apparently deemed to be more controversial or perhaps close to the 

proverbial boundary, other students would react with an audible “oooo” or “ouch.” This 

reaction could indicate that either students disagreed with the statement that was made or 

they were acknowledging the socially accepted (or perhaps teacher imposed) boundary 

by implying,  “you can’t (or shouldn’t) say that.”   Regardless, because of the way I 

contributed to the setting of these boundaries with respect to racialized discussions in the 

classroom, I need to acknowledge that I mostly likely affected what some students were 

willing to share with me in terms of their perceptions of their racializations (as well as 

their perceptions of the racializations of the Other).  

While my boundary setting statements undoubtedly had some impact on what 

students were willing to share with respect to their perceptions of their racialization (and 

the racializations of others), I did also attempt to create a space for discussing 

understandings and perceptions in critical ways. For example, prior to some classroom 

conversations, I iterated that my views were representative of what I believed as an 

individual. I was not an expert that possessed the one right answer. Rather, I did 

explicitly state that the students did not have to agree with me and mimic my every 

opinion.  If asked what I thought about a particular topic, I often retorted, “it doesn’t 

matter what I think. What do you think?”   



 

 

271 

It is my hope students did understand and trust this claim, but I am cognizant that 

the power differential in the classroom likely inhibited some students from speaking 

freely. Interestingly, I originally believed that students would be willing to share their 

thoughts openly (even if they differed from my beliefs) if we had developed a 

constructive, engaging classroom environment. While I certainly believe this helped in 

some instances, I would now argue that at times it seemed as though the opposite might 

also be true. As I have previously outlined, I did experience significant trouble (with one 

of these classes in particular) in developing an engaging classroom atmosphere at various 

points throughout the semester. Through this experience, it seemed as though a more 

confrontational classroom climate may encourage or empower some students to share 

their viewpoints even though they are clearly in contrast to the teacher’s beliefs.  I 

certainly did not feel as though some of these students made an effort to only tell me 

what I wanted to hear. In fact, at times it seemed as though some of these students went 

to intense efforts to disagree with me! This realization seems to echo the sentiments of 

Duneier (2004) who suggests that special rapport is not always “a precondition for doing 

successful fieldwork” (p. 209). Rather, he argues, that being welcomed into an inner 

circle is difficult and, for this reason, a rarity in ethnographic research. Although he 

writes specifically of interracial research, his point is an important one. Regardless of the 

relationship, there are many things that members of one group (students) will not say in 

the presence of another (teachers).  So, I need to acknowledge that regardless of my 

relationship (positive or negative) with the students, I will always be identified as an 

authoritarian Other with respect to their peer group.  
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6.2.2 Passively maintaining the status quo through omission or avoidance 

Upon further reflection, it is clear that there were several other ways in which I 

contributed to and was implicated in the students’ perceptions of their racialization and 

its connection to privilege.  Certainly, many of the previous examples speak to ways in 

which I actively contributed to perpetuating dominant discourses or implemented 

discursive strategies that served to maintain the status quo. Yet many other examples 

demonstrate how I passively supported the maintenance of the status quo through 

strategies of omission or the failure to expose and disrupt normalizing discourses. For 

example, at the onset of the course, students were asked to label three different maps of 

Canada including a political, a geographical and a regional one. At no time did I ask 

them to acknowledge (or even I acknowledge to them) that there are many additional 

political entities within Canada, specifically diverse First Nations.  At another point in 

the course, students were expected to examine various political decision-making 

processes and organizations within Canadian society. Similarly, we did not examine or 

discuss the many ways other alternative organizations or nations within Canadian society 

made decisions or how they are structured. It becomes obvious that some political 

entities and processes within the nation are privileged while others are completely 

ignored.  These specific examples are indicative of the lack of representation of 

Indigenous peoples (as well as many others) within my classroom as a whole. While we 

certainly discussed First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples and topics at distinct times 

throughout the Social Studies course, it was usually with specific reference to historical 

events, treaties, or other issues that are deemed to be Indigenous in nature because they 

relate specifically to or deal specifically with Indigenous peoples.  Clearly, I do not 
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generally ensure the incorporation of Indigenous knowledges, perspectives, and ways of 

knowing on an on-going basis. So while I structure some aspects of the course to be 

specifically critical in nature, in general the classroom remains a relatively white space.  

I have also become acutely aware of another significant omission in the 

classroom--the lack of opportunity for students to learn from and develop relationships 

with any racialized non-white adults. While I did work to include the voices of First 

Nations peoples and other racialized minorities in the classroom through a variety of 

different print and video primary source materials, I did not invite any real “live” people 

in to engage with the students. This realization is further problematic as I acknowledge 

these resources are certainly available as we have an Elder-in-Residence program at the 

school. Thus an Aboriginal Elder is available to meet with any class, group, or individual 

in the building at least one day each week. I certainly could have had the Elder into the 

classroom at various points throughout this unit (or the course). Clearly it would not only 

have been useful but prudent to hear her voice and understandings during this unit as we 

discussed the relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada. 

However, I did not invite her in. Why? Perhaps as Dion (2009) theorizes, “(o)ne way or 

another, teachers, like many Canadians, claim the position of  ‘perfect stranger’ to 

Aboriginal people. There is an ease with which they claim this position” (p. 179). 

Critical to and for me, Dion (2009) further questions and challenges the motivations of 

those who claim this position as she asks, “what does it offer them? Where does it come 

from? What is its appeal? In what ways is it problematic? And perhaps most critical, how 

can it be disrupted? (p. 179) 
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While I resist the urge to justify this omission by claiming that I did include 

representation of First Nations voices or that there was “just not enough time,” I need to 

be critical as to why I did not seize the opportunity to increase the students’ (as well as 

my own) understandings and to enable them to develop personal connections and 

relationships with a First Nations Elder.  I am dismayed to admit that quite honestly, it is 

easier and safer for me to teach the material myself. It is easier to plan the lessons 

independently and choose the resources individually. It is easier to continue doing what I 

regularly do each day than to plan for a unique experience. It is safer to deal with student 

questions and reactions on my own than it is to involve someone else.  

I did manage to invite the school librarian into the classroom to discuss research 

techniques and materials at one point during the semester. In light of this invitation, it is 

not a reasonable explanation and I clearly need to be more critical. Perhaps I need to 

admit to myself that it is easier and safer to stay in a white space where I am the 

authority and I know how to ‘play the game’ because I understand the rules and the 

protocols than to venture outside of my comfort zone (i.e. the white world). Perhaps, it is 

just easier and safer to maintain the white space than it is to disrupt it.  By maintaining 

my stronghold in the classroom (and over the students), I am able to reaffirm my own 

identity as the all-knowing classroom teacher even though I staunchly claim that is not 

my goal. Even more specifically, I am able to (re)produce my own identity as a good 

white teacher (Schick, 2000; Thompson, 2003) committed to social justice ideals and 

teaching for equity while simultaneously protecting my own privileged position and the 

forces of whiteness in the classroom.  
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Throughout the semester, the only authoritative voices in this classroom were 

racialized white ones. Thus the students were denied the opportunity to develop personal 

connections and ethical relations (Donald, 2009) with racialized non-white adults 

including Elders. This is clearly an issue if I hope to teach anti-oppressively for critical 

understandings. As Thompson (2003) argues, in order for students to do more than 

merely assimilate anti-racist or multicultural ideas into their prior understandings, they 

need more beyond written text and experience “face-to-face encounters” in order to 

engage in authentic, “complex, immediate, and at times uncomfortable kind of 

responsiveness” (p. 14).  Instead as a racialized white teacher, I maintained my power by 

positioning myself to speak “for” rather than “with Aboriginal peoples” (Orr, 2004, p. 

170).  

 

6.3 While I may influence student perceptions through forces of disruption and 

perpetuation, does this potential influence have any lasting impact? 

Through these reflections, it is undeniable that I, as the classroom teacher, have a 

huge influence on the students’ experiences in my social studies classroom. While the 

curriculum itself is mandatory, how I negotiate it, the control I have over the optional 

topics we consider (or do not consider), the resources we use (or do not use), the 

activities we do (or do not do), the conversations we have (or do not have), the 

boundaries and tone that exist (or do not exist), and the way we take up (or do not take 

up) dominant discourses and nationalist narratives that circulate within our shared space 

speaks to my power to shape learning. During our time together, students experience the 

learning opportunities that I have created for them. Clearly there are many other aspects 
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of our environment that influence our shared time like the students’ prior understandings, 

personal interests, and abilities, various structural aspects of the school and schooling in 

general, and many other family, community, and societal influences; however, as I 

reflect on this research I am overwhelmed at how extensively I contribute to and am 

implicated in the students’ perceptions in both positive and negative ways. I certainly 

make attempts to disrupt the status quo and the structuring devices of whiteness through 

the classroom activities and discussions I coordinate in the hopes that students will 

consider dominant discourses and the identities they construct more critically. Obviously 

in many other ways, I also perpetuate (both actively and passively) the status quo and 

enable the structuring devices of whiteness to continue in my classroom. It has become 

increasingly clear to me that whiteness is a strong and pervasive force even within a 

classroom where the teacher is committed to disrupting these forces.  

A remaining question is whether or not my potential contribution to or 

implication in students’ perceptions has a lasting effect? Or is the possible influence of 

our shared time together limited in the long term?  As I previously asked, do activities 

and conversations encourage the students to internalize alternative viewpoints and 

understandings or are they quickly dismissed as the powerful and pervasive discursive 

strategies of whiteness circulate and (re)structure these understandings? And if in fact the 

latter is the case, what additional activities could I plan for or discussions could we have 

in the future that would ensure a greater solidification of these more critical 

understandings?  As Hytten and Warren (2003) suggest, if we have a more nuanced 

appreciation of the ways in which white students employ dominant discourses in order to 

resist critical engagements with whiteness, white racial identities, and racial privileging, 
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we can become more able “to problematize these practices as well as cultivate more 

productive and enabling interactions” (p. 65). It is with these more nuanced appreciations 

but also with these questions that I consider the overall significance and implications of 

this research. 
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CHAPTER 7: SIGNIFICANCE AND IMPLICATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH 
 
 
7.1 For me 
 

Initially, my interest in this research inquiry was primarily focused on developing 

a more nuanced appreciation of students’ perceptions of their racialization and its 

connection to privilege. I believed that if I had a deeper appreciation of their perceptions, 

I could adjust my classroom practices in ways that supported teaching for social justice 

through anti-oppressive education.  I knew I would need to be reflexive throughout the 

process so that I could understand and acknowledge the influence I have on the research 

project. However, as a result of the organic process of reading, reflecting, discussing, and 

researching, I am beginning to appreciate how this process has been about me and 

uncovering my own perceptions of myself (and others like me) more so than about the 

students.   

Due to a heightened awareness of my initial (and often continuing) naïve and 

uncritical understandings, I have a greater appreciation for the ways in which my 

membership in the dominant white racialized group has fundamentally shaped my 

worldview, assumptions, behaviours, and the relationships I have with others (Goodman, 

2001). For example, as I reflect on my childhood and the understandings I constructed 

about myself and Canada, I clearly exhibited many of the common characteristics of 

individuals who are positioned within privileged groups (Goodman, 2001). I have 

demonstrated (and still often do) a considerable lack of awareness of the dominant 

aspects of my identity and the normalizing effects of inclusion in these dominant groups. 

I have demonstrated a lack of critical consciousness regarding the full extent of 

oppression suffered by Others and the endless ways in which I am implicated in the 
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reproduction of this oppression and injustice (Goodman, 2001). I have frequently been 

able to avoid significant and authentic engagement with issues of oppression and 

inequity. My often invisible and unacknowledged white privilege has clearly distorted 

how I view the world (Barker, 2009; Kailin, 1999). Obviously, my worldview, 

assumptions and behaviours have fundamentally shaped my personal and professional 

life.   

Having said that, the ways in which I understand my racialization and its 

connection to privilege remain fluid and evolving. Undoubtedly, I am significantly more 

aware and more critical of the ways in which my racialization influences and privileges 

me than I have been throughout much of my life. In many instances, I also feel the more 

critically aware I am becoming, the more overwhelming this path seems. As I gain a 

deeper awareness and understanding of the insidious ways Canadian society is (and 

Canadians are) racialized and the powerful forces at play that continue to perpetuate 

inequity based on these racializations, the more insurmountable the work of anti-

oppressive education seems to be. Establishing equitable and ethical relations may 

appear to be improbable if not impossible. In light of this, I do take some comfort in 

Kailin’s (1999) acknowledgement that “before people can be in a position to overthrow 

racist paradigms, they must first be able to see how their own reality is socially 

constructed and how racism and White privilege have affected that construction” (p. 

747). Rather than viewing the work ahead as insurmountable, I need to acknowledge that 

the process that I have begun to work through is merely the first step.  

One crucial outcome of this entire process for me is the ongoing, sustainable 

development of a more critical state of consciousness.  To achieve this, there is no doubt 
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that I will have to make continual, concerted efforts to (re)examine and problematize that 

which seems to be normal for me whether at work, home, or elsewhere. For example, 

why does the accelerated history class I teach in my new school have a disproportionate 

number of students (80%) who are racialized white compared to the other mainstream 

student groups that I teach which are generally more diverse. It is also worth carefully 

considering how this white space might be collectively disrupted.  Other questions that 

have emerged for me before, during, and since engaging in this research project include: 

what is being (re)produced by students and teachers as we celebrate Diversity Day in our 

school? Why are there so few racialized white students participating in or attending this 

celebration?  Why are most of my neighbours racialized white? Why is my daughter’s 

dance class a mostly white racialized space? How do I expose my daughter to diverse 

peoples within our community and help her to develop meaningful relationships with 

others who are not like her? How also can I foster a critical disposition in her and a 

willingness to challenge white privilege and supremacy? I have come to these 

observations and questions over time, through sustained processes of reflecting, reading, 

thinking, and challenging my own belief systems and white normativity identity. I have 

come to better understand the ways in which my own white privilege is made possible. 

As Leonardo (2004) argues, I do not just passively acquire advantages because of my 

racialization. Rather, I (and others who are racialized white) are engaged in the active 

oppression of non-white others. Leonardo (2009) explains how racialized white peoples 

continue to “set up a system that benefits the group, mystify the system, remove the 

agents of actions from discourse, and when interrogated about it, stifle the discussion 

with inane comments about the ‘reality’ of the charges being made” (p. 88). In light of 
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this, I am increasingly aware of the reasons why I need to ask these questions and 

problematize the normative white spaces I so often find myself in. I also need to work 

both independently and collectively to address these (re)constituting inequities.  For me, 

the jig is up. It is time I both acknowledge and account for the position of privilege I 

have and continue to enjoy at the expense of others who have been marginalized.  

 

7.2 For my pedagogy  
 

This inquiry has also precipitated a deeper understanding of the influence I have 

had and continue to have on students’ experiences in my social studies classroom. As 

previously outlined, I have extensive control over the optional (or non-essential or non-

foundational) topics we do or do not consider, the resources we do or do not use, the 

activities we do or do not undertake, the conversations we do or do not have, the 

boundaries and tone that does or does not exist, and the way we do or do not take up 

dominant discourses and nationalist narratives that circulate within our shared space. 

Throughout the time they spend in my classroom, students are strongly encouraged to 

travel on a journey that I have created for them.  At times, this particular journey with 

these particular students involved attempts to disrupt the status quo and the structuring 

forces of whiteness that work to privilege some at the expense of others. At other times, 

it involved attempts to both actively and passively perpetuate the status quo and enable 

these structuring devices of whiteness to continue. As the teacher, I served as both a 

hegemonic and a counter-hegemonic agent, which clearly enables me to wield 

tremendous social power (Orlowski, 2008).  
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Given all of this, how might I adapt my pedagogy in order to encourage more 

disruption of the status quo and the development of more critical reflection and 

awareness in the students I teach?   One of the most significant understandings that I 

developed more thoroughly as a result of this inquiry was the limiting construction of an 

oversimplified us-vs.-them binary. While I hoped it would place all of us as active 

participants within these dominant discourses and nationalist narratives, too often it 

furthered the construction of the Other in negative, and distancing ways. Thus, I need to 

work more intentionally with students to recognize the “relational construction of 

identity for both oppressed and oppressor students” (Allen &Rossatto, 2009, p. 171) 

more effectively. Rather than uncritically perpetuating “an unethical form of relationality 

(between groups)…towards benevolent incorporation within Canadian nationality and 

citizenship” (Donald, 2009, p. 15), I need to specifically teach for “an ethical form of 

relationality (which) recognizes and respects difference” (p. 15) in order to help students 

develop “partnered and relational understanding(s) of past, present, and future 

interactions” (p. 15). Part of this approach will undoubtedly involve a commitment to 

“not overlook or invisibilize the particular historical, cultural, and social contexts from 

which a standpoint arises. It puts these considerations at the forefront of engagements 

across frontiers of difference” (Donald, 2009, p. 15). Rather than oversimplifying 

complex relationships and enabling them to continue to include (and thereby privilege) 

some at the expense of others through the (re)construction of “perpetual outsiders…in 

the national imaginary” (Razack, Smith, & Thobani, 2010, p. 6), I need to encourage 

students to recognize how these relationships are ones that create gradations of belonging 

in ways that are parasitically co-produced (Schick & St. Denis, 2005) rather than merely 
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coincidental (Barker, 2009). As Allen and Rossatto (2009) suggest, this learning process 

will likely require, “more explicit theorization of the oppressor student that includes the 

construction of their (sic) specific group identity” (p. 171).  

While I did attempt to encourage students to acknowledge that through our 

shared colonial past and present, people who are racialized white have been (and 

continue to be) privileged while those who are racialized non-white have been (and 

continue to be) oppressed, I need to actively work to foster a more critical understanding 

of the ways in which these relationships are co-dependent or parasitic rather than merely 

coincidental. In order for people who are racialized white to enjoy racialized privilege, 

they (we) need others (who are racialized non-white) to be oppressed. One is simply not 

possible without the other. It is not just unfortunately the way it worked out. Privileged 

positions depend on, are maintained and flourish through, oppressed positions. In order 

to sustain racialized advantage, a racialized white person requires a racialized non-white 

person to be disadvantaged. Perhaps by encouraging a more nuanced understanding of 

this interdependent relationship and the active agency that is involved, students may be 

able to move past merely acknowledging the results of inequitable historical relationship, 

and begin to recognize the ways in which this relationship is both necessary and 

continually perpetuated consciously, unconsciously and dysconsciously today.  

Nuanced understandings such as these will present challenges for many students 

racialized white to come to terms with.  While there was some explicit resistance from 

the students in my classes and more specifically from those students who agreed to 

participate in this inquiry, much of this resistance was not necessarily outright denial of 

the inequalities within Canadian society or even denial of the privileging of those 
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racialized white. Rather, much of the resistance was more passively expressed. Some 

students hid behind Eurocentric attitudes and worldviews when assessing societal issues 

or questions. Some students used distancing techniques (like reifying and blaming 

others, framing issues as historical in nature, severing ties between the past and the 

present) to avoid being constructed as contributing to or personally accountable for 

inequities. Echoing the findings of Hytten and Warren (2003), some students appeared to 

assume a posture of powerlessness thereby remaining apathetic toward and denying their 

own agency with respect to these issues. They claimed these realities are just the way the 

world is and there is little we (they) can do about it.  While these strategies signify 

resistance to the ideas expressed and disruptions introduced into the classroom, at 

various times throughout the unit of study I was surprised that these resistances were not 

more strongly or vocally expressed.  

I saw this lack of vocal resistance as indicative of a few different possibilities. 

Perhaps, some of the work that has been done over the years (in terms of multicultural 

and treaty education) is having an effect on students (Saskatchewan Educational 

Leadership Unit, 2009). Perhaps as Tupper and Cappello (2008) propose, as students are 

encouraged to critically consider the status quo (complete with dominant discourses and 

nationalist narratives) through the teaching of treaties and other critical, anti-oppressive 

initiatives and strategies, they become more open to discussing inequity and injustice 

within Canadian society (and the role they play in it). Alternatively, students may 

attempt to distance themselves and / or disengage from the discussions, particularly as 

these may challenge their knowledge and understandings. As Allen and Rossatto (2009) 

suggest, disengagement is common amongst people who enjoy privileging subjectivities. 
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So maybe some students did disagree with ideas or disruptions expressed but they did 

not see the merit in engaging significantly in these conversations. Perhaps some students 

constructed their subjectivities by and through multicultural, liberal discourses and thus 

resisted being labeled or constructed as anything less than ‘tolerant’ or ‘accepting.’  As 

St. Denis (2011) notes, “Canadians take enormous pride in the constructed identity of 

their nation as one that is innocent of any wrongdoing…  Representing Canadians as 

innocent of wrongdoing constructs them as ‘tolerant’ victims of multiculturalism” (p. 

310). Perhaps some students chose to remain silent rather than challenge this “difficult 

knowledge” (Britzman, 1998, p. 2) and thus their “desire for ignorance” (Kumashiro, 

2009, p. 27) prohibited their direct engagement with me and other students in the class. 

Perhaps some students were hesitant to openly share their resistance due to the existence 

and realities of this research inquiry.  

As I compare this relative lack of overt and emotional resistance to the much 

more obvious and explicit resistance I am now experiencing at my new school (which is 

decidedly more culturally, linguistically, racially, and socio-economically diverse), the 

difference is undeniable. It makes me wonder if I disrupted the status quo (structuring 

forces of whiteness) enough at MacKenzie Road Collegiate. Did I push the students hard 

enough to critically consider their positionalities? Did I engage them in sufficiently 

challenging activities?  Were the discussions too theoretical (and hence too difficult to 

personally relate to) to object passionately to?    Should our discussions and activities 

have been more personal or concrete? Were the disruptions too superficial allowing the 

structuring forces of whiteness to effectively and efficiently reassert themselves? Allen 

and Rossatto (2009) relate to these underlying concerns as they note that students from 
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privileged groups often engage with critical pedagogy only inasmuch as it is useful to 

reveal ways they have been oppressed in their lives due to some aspect of their identity. 

They continue that privileged individuals often avoid significantly interrogating how 

they contribute to the oppression of others and as such “(t)heir investment in specific, 

concrete, and privileged social identities, such as Whiteness, remains unchallenged” 

(Allen & Rossatto, 2009, p. 172).  

It remains evident that whiteness and white privilege are difficult topics to 

engage with significantly within the classroom. Resistance in some form and to some 

degree is likely inevitable; as such, it is necessary to develop effective ways to support 

students as they confront this difficult knowledge (Britzman, 1998). Regardless of a 

specific approach taken, Schick (2000) argues for the recognition of the students’ trauma 

as they encounter and wrestle with new understandings. In addition to bearing witness to 

these traumas, she encourages educators to avoid “foreclosing on the crisis” (p. 99) but 

rather, echoing the work of Ladson-Billings (1998) and Allen and Rossatto (2009), 

Schick (2000) argues for “providing some way of interpreting and reintegrating the crisis 

of identity into a form that has meaning” (p. 99) which likely includes acknowledgement 

that these, “‘messy contingencies’ are necessary parts of this very difficult and often 

painful learning of knowledge” (p. 100). 

In addition to supporting students who may actively resist these new 

understandings, I can personally attest to the need to also support individuals who may 

not be resistant per se but who may be encountering some of these disruptions or 

understandings for the first time.   These students need to be supported as they work to 
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develop their understandings of who they are as individuals (and who they are not) as 

well as who we are as Canadians (and who we are not).  Kumashiro (2009) warns,  

learning what we desire not to learn (as when learning that the very ways in which 

we think, identify, and act are not only partial but also problematic) can be an 

upsetting process, crisis should be expected in the process of learning, by both the 

student and the teacher. (p. 55)   

Because emotions like shame and guilt can often accompany (if not overpower) these 

discussions and leave students to develop a sense of despair or resentment (Kumashiro, 

2009; Thompson, 2003), students need to be adequately supported as they encounter 

these disruptions and alternative understandings. Returning to CRT and more 

specifically the work of Ladson-Billings (1998), it is critical not only to work towards 

but also to support students as they engage in the deconstruction of their understandings 

of “oppressive structures and discourses” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 9) and their 

constructed identities, the reconstruction of human agency which will likely involve the 

reconstruction of, “a more positive, counterhegemonic sense” (Allen & Rossatto, 2009, 

p. 171) of themselves and the Other, and ultimately, the construction of “equitable and 

socially just relations of power” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 9).   

With respect to my own pedagogical practice, there is much work yet to be done. 

I attempted at one point to have students engage in the construction of an action plan (the 

performance task entitled, A Way Forward), but, as I described in Chapter 6, this 

proposal was limited in its abilities to facilitate in students critical reflection of social 

structures and conditions of oppression that in effect, protect white privilege and 

supremacy. Engaging the students in more concrete, personalized forms of social action 
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may be of significant benefit to many as such an approach creates possibilities for 

students to more deeply consider their own racialized selves and the structuring forces of 

whiteness in society. However, approaches like these have been critiqued as they may 

encourage students to further internalize a working for the Other mentality that is steeped 

in colonial, paternalistic attitudes rather than considering the challenges and possibilities 

of working with the Other (Orr, 2004). It can also shift the focus from the internal 

interrogation of those who are racialized white to one in which external circumstances 

are implicated or blamed.  

I would be remiss if I did not admit my own sense of hesitation and fear with 

respect to challenging resistance in the classroom. While I often feel comfortable enough 

to question the status quo and dominant discourses in some ways with some students, at 

other times, I am hesitant to push any student too far or too hard. I recognize how 

unsettling and uncomfortable this process of deconstruction and critical analysis can be 

for a student who has not considered these topics before. At times, I am hesitant to 

precipitate this disconcerting feeling. Obviously, I do recognize and acknowledge the 

ongoing discomfort and unease (to say the least) of those who are marginalized and 

oppressed in Canadian society due to their racialization (or other aspects of their 

identity). Clearly I should be less worried about upsetting those who enjoy a position of 

privilege in our racialized society. Although these are racialized white people, they are 

also my students, and the same can be said of those who are racialized non-white. I am 

not accustomed to planning for students to feel uncomfortable and uneasy in my 

classroom, which in itself speaks volumes about the tremendous power of dominant 

knowledge systems and the social commonsense. Selfishly, I also worry that creating 
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discomforting experiences will negatively affect the relationships I have with these 

students.  

Perhaps it is useful to consider the work of Hytten and Warren (2003) and 

McIntyre (1997) who theorize how white teachers often work to sustain a “culture of 

niceness” (Hytten & Warren, 2003, p. 85). They argue that from this mindset teachers 

often encourage and work with students to construct classrooms that are safe and hence, 

they avoid “investigating contentious topics and resist(ed) dealing with the discomfort 

caused by naming racism and/or holding each other accountable for racist expressions or 

actions” (Hytten & Warren, 2003, p. 85).  Thus, these so-called safe environments are 

only safe for the perpetuation of white normativity and those privileged by and within it.   

Similarly, Montgomery (2013) recognizes the discomfort often experienced and the 

resistance often demonstrated by privileged students as they encounter difficult topics 

like these. He also encourages educators not to treat privileged students, “with 

indulgence, spared from unsettling knowledge, protected from discomforting 

pedagogical contexts” (p. 16). Rather, he articulates the essential need for humility in 

these critical spaces as it “deconstructs privilege and its smugness and so is crucial to 

affecting real and transformative change…to practice humility as a critical pedagogue is 

to supplant righteousness and egoism with critical assessment and a spirit of generosity” 

(Montgomery, 2013, p. 15). Through these theorizations, it is clear that my attempts to 

empathize with racialized white students as they engage with these disruptions and my 

desire to soften or lessen critical approaches or expectations as a result, are yet additional 

ways in which the structuring forces of whiteness are manifest in classroom interactions 

and the pedagogical decisions of teachers.  
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In addition to the desire to empathize with students who may be considering this 

difficult knowledge (Britzman, 1998) for the first time, there are also those moments that 

I am reluctant to engage more significantly with these critical activities simply because it 

is incredibly hard, emotionally draining work. It is challenging, stressful, and often 

fraught with intense tension. It is most often significantly easier for me, as the classroom 

teacher, to avoid pushing my students too hard; to move them into spaces of discomfort 

and unease. However, these acknowledgements are clearly indicative of the tendency of 

teachers and schools to be complicit in the exercising and ongoing promotion of 

hegemonic power. They exemplify the preservation of what Mills (2007) refers to as 

“white group interests” (emphasis in original) (p. 34). Consequently if these topics are 

not considered critically, my classroom (and many other classrooms and schools) merely 

serve to perpetuate white ignorance, and in so doing, maintain the status quo and the 

relations of power that underpin it.  

Along with the need to encourage a more nuanced understanding of the parasitic 

relationship between the oppressor and the oppressed and enhance disruptions of the 

status quo (including dominant discourses and nationalist narratives) in ways that 

encourage more critical engagement with issues of power and privilege, the social 

construct of race, and processes of racialization, the data generated in this inquiry clearly 

illustrates the need to develop more obvious connections between the past, the present, 

and the future. Too easily, many of the students in this inquiry were able to separate the 

injustices of the past from the realities of the present and were able to ignore, “how their 

own identities in the present are implicated in the history of a shared relationship” (Dion, 

2009, p12) with racialized others in Canada. While they seemed able to acknowledge 
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historical injustices, they would often employ structuring forces of whiteness in ways 

that enabled them to ignore or at least sidestep the relationship between these historical 

experiences and present day issues and realities. Rather than recognizing the ongoing 

legacy of the colonial past, students often employed a variety of discursive strategies 

(like blaming the victim, perpetuating myths of meritocracy, equality, individualism, or 

colourblindness, or pointing the finger at what they perceived to be unfair benefits being 

awarded to Others) in order to protect themselves from implication in the on-going 

oppression or from claims of unearned privileges. Clearly educators need to establish 

more explicit pedagogical connections between the past, the present, and the future as a 

means of disrupting these discursive strategies of whiteness.  

I attempted to develop these connections (particularly as we considered the lived 

experiences and ongoing isolation and suffering of residential school survivors); 

however, these discursive strategies of whiteness still seemed to persist. Perhaps in these 

particular instances, it would be especially pertinent to use primary sources like First 

voices (Graveline, 1998).  As Graveline (1998) suggests, First Nations peoples talking 

about First Nations issues speak about their lived experiences from a different 

positionality and place of authority than Euro-Canadians who are racialized white are 

able to.  Notably, Graveline (1998) reminds educators who are racialized white that in 

relation to First Nations peoples, they are positioned as oppressors. Hence it can be 

argued that students’ understandings should be purposefully guided by the lived 

experiences of First Nations peoples rather than merely by the theoretical perceptions of 

non-First Nations peoples. By honouring the voices of First Nations peoples in this way, 

racialized white teachers serve to disrupt the, “engrained acceptance of the hegemonic 
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voice speaking for us all” (Graveline, 1998, p. 120).  In addition to acknowledging and 

honouring diverse voices and perspectives in the classroom, by regularly inviting First 

Nations Elders and community members into the classroom, I may be better able to 

empower students to make enduring, real-life connections with diverse peoples within 

the community. Through these interpersonal experiences, students are encouraged to 

develop meaningful relationships and critical connections beyond the classroom in 

ethically relational ways (Donald, 2009) rather than merely (re)producing superficial 

associations in order to support an educating for and about the Other (Kumashiro, 2000).  

As I have already explained, I was motivated to take on these tough topics and to 

undertake this research because of my concern with and desire to name, the 

contradictions and inconsistencies that exist in the classroom with respect to dominant 

narratives and lived experiences of marginalized individuals and groups in Canada. In 

light of this, I was not surprised to once again observe many dominant discourses and 

narratives supporting whiteness circulating in the classroom, produced and (re)produced 

through conversations and the written work of students. Despite this, I also expected to 

see some disruption of these discourses because of the students’ prior understandings and 

critical awareness and due to many of the gathered materials and planned activities for 

the classes. Yet, while some students would seem to be critical of dominant discourses 

about Canada and Canadian history at some points during the unit of study, at other 

times they seemed to fully endorse and perpetuate these discourses. For example, Leah 

claimed Canada’s past as having, “not always been pretty” and full of “bloodshed, lies 

and deceits” and she cited many examples to illustrate this claim. However at another 

point in time, Leah stated that the thing she is most proud of Canada for is, “our history.”  



 

 

293 

In addition, in one instance Leah noted, “it seems as though all people have a place in 

Canada except the Aboriginal peoples and the French.”  She went on to acknowledge, 

“we must overcome these obstacles before we can call Canada ‘the land of the true and 

free’ and multicultural and bilingual.” While this sentiment seems to suggest some 

understanding of the inequities and injustices that have and continue to occur in Canada, 

other comments seemed to support discourses that (re)inscribe these injustices. When 

discussing those that are marginalized within our own city, Leah argued, “they (the 

media) are making it (seem) worse than it is” and reiterates that, “there are so many 

people that have grown past that (injustices and marginalization)…and it is not 

necessarily that we have to give them the opportunity but they just have to take it.” 

Through these claims, it appears as though in some instances Leah is employing a 

critical lens and disrupting nationalist discourses; however at other times, she is 

distancing herself from complicity in these injustices and inequities by employing 

individualistic and meritocratic discourses that serve to perpetuate the neutrality and 

objectivity of society. Lensmire (2010) might argue that Leah is embodying an 

ambivalence deeply rooted in white racial identities (even though Leah is racialized non-

white). While she appears to theoretically acknowledge the inherent dignity and equality 

of all people, she accesses marginalizing stereotypes to “repress and control” others to 

protect white normativity (Lensmire, 2010. p. 166).  Critical Race theorists argue it is 

due to and through the employment of restructuring forces like these that the relevance 

and survival of whiteness is ensured (Brayboy et al., 2007; Kincheloe, 1999; Leonardo, 

2002; Painter, 2010).  
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Mike was another student who demonstrated some very contradictory attitudes 

and thoughts throughout this unit. He often relied heavily on meritocratic and 

individualist discourses and argued for colourblind approaches to deal with issues of 

diversity and inequality. To address past injustices, Mike argued, “we are Canadians and 

should all be treated the same as Canadians.”  However, he also acknowledged that, 

“white people are very privileged. There is (sic) a lot of things they do not need to worry 

about.”  When considering the contemporary benefits of signed treaties, Mike argued 

that Aboriginal peoples benefit more today but it is, “fair though because of what they 

went through.”  However at a later point, Mike contradicted himself arguing, “just 

because I am French or was here first, doesn’t mean I deserve more.”  He seemed to 

acknowledge past injustices but at times did not seem to recognize the legacy of and 

interrelated discrimination apparent in these injustices, thus revealing inconsistencies in 

his thinking about Canada and Canadians.   

It is within these moments of inconsistencies or contradictions that the forces of 

whiteness operating in the classroom become increasingly evident. Even though the 

participants seem to be aware of situations or past experiences that do not support the 

claims they are making, they still argue these points. I am left to wonder whether these 

inconsistencies represent the struggles of the students to assimilate these new 

understandings. Are these participants unaware of (or just beginning to grapple with) 

these contradictions and hence more critical work is needed to further encounter and 

wrestle with these inconsistencies? Perhaps explicitly addressing and working more 

critically through particular contradictions with the students would be a meaningful and 

productive exercise. Conceivably within this contradictory space exists critical 
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opportunities to name, challenge and problematize the status quo / social commonsense, 

as well as these powerful discursive strategies that (re)inscribe it within the classroom.  

Or are these participants more or less conscious of these contradictions? If this is 

more the case, then the uncritical perpetuation of the dominant discourses and narratives 

are not about lack of understanding or awareness, but the pervasiveness of structuring 

forces of whiteness. Allen and Rossatto (2009) acknowledge the work of Freire when 

theorizing this alternative reality. They claim that, “oppressors will not liberate other 

oppressors because they enjoy a world of privilege…their sense of morality will not 

motivate them to correct that which is socially unjust because they are too invested in 

their dehumanizing situation” (Allen & Rossatto, p. 170). Mills (2007) describes the 

ways in which white memory is edited in an effort to avoid the need to correct for 

differential (white) privilege that challenges self-representations. Perhaps then, whiteness 

and these discourses that work to (re)structure and reinforce inequity and inequitable 

realities are just too strong, too elusive, and too pervasive.  

Quite frankly, I am dismayed at this prospect. Maybe rather naively, I have 

always believed that if people racialized white are more aware of the forces (people, 

narratives, policies, structures, etc) within Canadian society (both past and present) that 

marginalize and oppress those racialized non-white, they will defend the claims of equity 

and justice that are so readily pontificated in an effort to actually work toward their 

realization. Considering this more critically, I now fear the opposite argument may 

perhaps be more realistic in light of the power and pervasiveness of the structuring forces 

of whiteness and the ways in which these forces privilege those racialized white in 

Canadian society.  
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While it is clear that issues of power and privilege, the social construct of race, 

and processes of racialization were critically examined to varying degrees within the 

social studies unit that was a focus of this research, I need to acknowledge the 

overwhelming lack of representation of these considerations throughout the rest of the 

planned curriculum of the Canadian Studies course. While this unit primarily addresses 

historical and social forces that have characterized or constructed Canada, the remainder 

of this required course examines topics specifically related to issues of governance and 

economic development in Canada. Clearly issues of power and privilege, the social 

construct of race and processes of racialization are equally relevant in these areas of 

study; however, specific representation of people who are racialized non-white or 

representations of marginalized perspectives were rarely considered (and were not 

planned for explicitly) even though there is incredible opportunity and critical urgency to 

do so.  I may be able to claim that the students were challenged to engage critically and 

disrupt the status quo within the Change and Culture unit; I certainly cannot claim this 

critical analysis was present to the same degree in the rest of the course. Consequently, 

this course and the classroom space clearly remain primarily a white space and I am 

complicit in this perpetuation. Throughout the processes of planning, implementation, 

and assessment, I served to reinforce the construction of Indigenous peoples as 

“romantic, mythical people of the past” (Dion, 2009, p. 4) and of particular issues as 

being significant to Indigenous peoples while others (namely governance and economic 

development) are clearly not. Conversely, people who are racialized white are 

(re)positioned as the people of the present (and future) who are fundamentally engaged 

in and responsible for the areas of governance and economic development (which 
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notably are often the most critically power-wielding areas of Canadian society).  Thus as 

educational scholars like Banks (2004a), Earick (2009), Kanu (2005), Lund (2006), 

Orlowski, 2008; Rains (2003); Sleeter (2005), and St. Denis (2011) theorize, by 

including the perspectives and understandings of minoritized Others in such limiting 

ways, I have employed a superficial approach to multicultural education. Rather than 

infusing multiple voices and perspectives throughout the course to continually disrupt 

the status quo, I have only encouraged limited disruption. Rather than naming and 

making explicit, the structuring forces of whiteness to my students beyond the Change 

and Culture unit, I contribute to the editing of white memory (Mills, 2007). Thus, while 

diverse understandings and perspectives are considered at some points in time, they 

continue to remain marginalized in other instances.   Moving forward, I need to be 

particularly mindful of the implications of these omissions and (re)constructions as they 

clearly serve to structure and reinforce dominant (and marginalized) worldviews and 

identities and the existing relations of power (Pente, 2009). As such, these omissions are, 

in essence, silently and insidiously undoing all that I have tried to accomplish during the 

Change and Culture portion of the course. 

In addition, I did not explicitly attempt to challenge or disrupt many of the other 

forces that (re)structure the classroom, the school, and education as a whole as a 

primarily paternalistic, Eurocentric, English speaking, white space.  For example, the 

physical setup (tables in rows facing the front) of the classroom remained relatively 

unchanged for most of the classes. Our meeting times followed the normalized structure 

of the school’s daily schedule. The teacher-student relationship of the classroom 

remained representative of the norm wherein there was one teacher and roughly 30 
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students. Clearly these and many other characteristics of the normalized classroom serve 

to perpetuate an uncritical acceptance of the status quo which “tacitly accepts dominant 

White norms and privileges” (King, 1991, p. 135) and lets students and teachers who are 

racialized white off the hook rather than encouraging the “disrupt[ion of] dominant, 

White, liberal perspectives deeply embedded in educational systems” (Tilley and 

Powick, 2007, p. 107). Although I worked to engage students in critical processes and 

discussions with the hope of honouring different lived experiences, perspectives and 

ways of knowing, too often I reverted back to the normalized, white structures. Because 

this fluency is one of the privileges my whiteness affords me, I can, at any time, 

consciously or not, step away from these critical processes and discussions that are 

aimed at disruption and that are often messy and uncomfortable. By undermining the 

opportunities for disruption in these (and many other) ways, my social studies classroom 

sustains the hegemony of whiteness complete with its structuring discourses and systems 

of privilege. It fails to become a space of transformation. 

As I make my way through my reflections and note many of the implications of 

my research, I am troubled by the realization that many of my new understandings are 

not necessarily new to others or particularly revolutionary. In fact, I have encountered 

many (if not most) of these issues or difficulties in my review of Critical Race theory and 

whiteness literature.  However as Hytten and Warren (2003) acknowledge, a white 

racialized individual may claim to cognitively understand “the experiences of non-

whites, (but) does not fully appreciate (or in some cases believe) them because they are 

inconsistent with the way he/she individually experiences the world” (p. 81). 

Extrapolating this disconnect, it is important for me to note that I am now encountering 
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and learning these ideas as they exist in relation to my own understandings and pedagogy 

(I am encountering them not just on a cognitive level but on an affective one as well). I 

am coming to understand them in very personal and professional ways. Just as my 

understandings of race, processes of racialization, and the structuring forces of whiteness 

have evolved through various personal and professional experiences, my understandings 

of these issues have continued to evolve more deeply as I have experienced them through 

the eyes of my students. As I experience and reflect on the ways in which these 

theoretical understandings play out in my classroom, how I will move forward both 

personally and professionally is fundamentally altered. From this point forward, I intend 

to make significant changes to how I approach this (and many other) course(s). Informed 

by these deeper, more nuanced understandings, I intend to critically, carefully, and 

intentionally reconsider the materials I use, the approaches I employ, the topics I 

consider, and the people I invite into my classroom. 

 

7.3 For my students 
 

As detailed, throughout this inquiry, most of the student-participants 

demonstrated an uncritical acceptance of nationalist discourses and supporting 

narratives, (re)inscribing these discourses in ways that constructed Canada and 

Canadians very specifically (and differentially). While some (racialized white) 

Canadians were constructed in particular ways, students also employed binaries and 

multiple discursive strategies to create other subjectivities differently and to camouflage 

the interdependency between the disempowerment and marginalization of some and the 

empowerment and privileging of others. Thus as Bannerji (2000), Légaré (1995), 
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Mackey (2002), and Thobani (2007) theorize, it became obvious that some people 

seemed to qualify as real Canadians while others clearly did not. Some participants were 

able to acknowledge the intersectionality of various aspects of identity, the cyclical and 

self-sustaining nature of oppression, and the complicity of members of privileged groups 

in the perpetuation of marginalization and oppression.  While there is no way of knowing 

the long term implications of our time and work together, perhaps these experiences will 

enable the students to begin a more critical consideration of themselves as racialized 

Canadians. As I considered my own positionality and the ways in which I influenced the 

learning experiences in my classroom, it became increasingly obvious how I, as a 

classroom teacher, contributed to and was implicated in these constructed student 

perceptions in a multitude of diverse ways even when I was attempting to actively work 

against them.   This is the ubiquitous power of whiteness.  

 

7.4 Implications of this research beyond this learning environment 

While the data from this inquiry is clearly significant for me on an individual and 

pedagogical level, it is also pertinent to consider some of the implications of this 

research for others - namely those involved in social studies education, educational 

policy development, and teacher education. 

 

7.4.1 For Social Studies education 

While much of what I do (and do not do) as a social studies educator in the 

classroom is within my ability to control, many other aspects are not. How may this 

research inform broader work within social sciences education with respect to both 
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curricula and pedagogy? As the social sciences courses often represent the primary 

places in which students engage most often with the topics of power, privilege, the social 

construct of race, and processes of racialization, this research can suggest transformative 

possibilities for social studies education.  

First, the findings of this research illustrate the importance of critically 

considering when and how issues of power, privilege, the social construct of race, and 

processes of racialization are included in social science courses. As is suggested both by 

this particular inquiry and in the current literature (Allen & Rossatto, 2009; Earick, 2009; 

Kumashiro, 2001; Sleeter, 2005; Tupper & Cappello, 2008), too often these issues are 

not included as mandatory or foundational pieces of the curricula.  Thus, students (and 

teachers) may not engage regularly and/or meaningfully with these issues in the 

classroom.  Instead, the onus is left on individual teachers to instigate this important 

work. This is a precarious reality for a number of reasons. First, difficult topics such as 

these are essential for students’ understanding of the ways in which society is structured. 

Second, in the current educational moment, there are increased demands placed on 

educators to target a variety of skills and understandings. When instructional time is so 

highly sought after (and thus a very limited commodity), non-required areas often 

quickly fall to the wayside. This situation may be especially the case if these non-

required areas are perceived to be fraught with uneasiness and tension. Rather than 

realizing their potential for transformation, social science classrooms will likely continue 

to maintain the status quo by promoting dominant understandings and narratives rather 

than challenging them. Finally, leaving this work to the discretion of individual 

classroom teachers is problematic given the challenges I have articulated throughout this 
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research study. It is vital to not only mandate but to provide sustained support for 

classroom teachers so that they may engage students in the critical analysis of power, 

privilege, race, and processes of racialization in the social science curricula at various 

grade levels (St. Denis, 2011).  

In addition to mandating an examination of these issues at various levels 

throughout the social sciences, this research highlights the necessity to weave these 

topics throughout the curricula rather than merely targeting specific subject areas that 

seem to be more conducive to these discussions. As my experiences demonstrate, even if 

teachers are willing and able to engage critically and authentically with these issues at 

particular times, this willingness may not ensure that the analysis of power, privilege, the 

social construct of race, and processes of racialization is sustained throughout social 

science courses. Some topics will thus continue to be (re)constructed as significant to 

diverse peoples (i.e. as some topics are considered to be Indigenous issues),while others 

are continually framed as simply Canadian or “for everyone else.” To further perpetuate 

the construction of issues in this way continues to marginalize people who are racialized 

non-white as it relegates their voices and experiences as legitimate only with respect to 

certain topics (those deemed appropriate or within their purview). Consequently, all 

remaining issues are constructed as falling outside of the interest or influence of those 

racialized non-white and hence, beyond their scope. In essence then, these remaining 

issues are constructed as topics that can only be legitimately contemplated by people 

who are part of the “core culture” (Mackey, 2002, p. 2) or those who are racialized 

white. They become white issues. As my Social Studies 30 course epitomizes, the unit 

addressing Change and Culture seems to legitimize the voices of those racialized non-
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white (at certain times) whereas the units addressing governance and economics are 

implicitly constructed as primarily white topics.  Thus, by dealing with content and 

topics at certain times throughout the course that seem to represent diverse 

understandings and perspectives, I can claim to be working to encourage the disruption 

of the forces of whiteness and to teach for social justice, yet I clearly fall short of 

disrupting “dominant, White, liberal perspectives deeply embedded in educational 

systems” (Tilley & Powick, 2007, p. 107).   

This research also illustrates the need to analyze various other curricular and 

pedagogical understandings and approaches due to the ways in which they (re)inscribe 

whiteness and its corresponding privilege. While opportunities for and occasions of 

disruption were noted in some instances, the ongoing perpetuation of the status quo was 

obvious due to many other prevailing forces. One of these forces is the tendency to 

recognize and value knowledge, skills, and values steeped in a Euro-white Canadian 

worldview at the expense of alternative, diverse worldviews. In order to disrupt these 

powerful forces, multiple and diverse knowledges, perspectives and ways of knowing 

should be included and authentically embedded within the curricula and within 

classroom practice.  Rather than including this multiplicity in artificial or additive ways 

(Banks, 2004a; Earick, 2009; Kanu, 2005; Sleeter, 2005), it should be embedded and 

taken up in ways that do not merely add to the singular nationalist story but rather in 

ways that encourage students to thoughtfully reconsider the veracity of these mainstream 

dominant narratives (Kumashiro, 2001; St. Denis, 2011). Consideration of how some 

knowledges, perspectives, and ways of knowing come to be dominant while others do 

not would also be critical to the examination of power and privilege.  
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The research study also draws attention to the need to thoughtfully (re)consider 

the pedagogical approaches utilized by classroom teachers. While I did attempt to infuse 

various teaching strategies and practices in my classroom in order to more effectively 

reflect and honour diverse peoples (Cleary & Peacock, 1998), my level of competence 

and comfort varied significantly.  My experience inviting our Elder-in-Residence into 

our class is but one specific example of my pedagogical incompetence and discomfort. 

Thus it is imperative that practicing teachers have access to ongoing and intensive 

professional development and classroom support in order to develop their pedagogical 

comfort and proficiency. Certainly, I recognize that the structuring forces of whiteness 

make this a challenging goal and it is not my intent to suggest it is easily realized. 

Rather, in offering this suggestion I am attempting to elucidate the significant supports 

that teachers require if schools and classrooms are to be sites for challenging and 

transforming dominant knowledge systems, and by extension, processes of racialization.    

 
7.4.2 For educational policies and practices 

 
Even as this research speaks to particular issues within my classroom and more 

generally within social studies education, it may also inform broader educational policies 

and practices like multicultural education. As previously outlined, the role and focus of 

multicultural education has changed over time; however, it often has (and continues to) 

involved the celebration of diversity and equal opportunity through contribution or 

additive approaches (Banks, 2004a; Kanu, 2005; St. Denis, 2011).  These approaches to 

multicultural education serve to (re) produce perceived nationalist traits like equality, 

tolerance, and fairness, rather than to engage students in critical analysis and reflection 

of their own subjectivities and corresponding connections to privilege or their 
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interconnection with others who are diversely produced (St. Denis, 2011).  Framed in 

this way, these multicultural approaches serve to perpetuate the status quo by 

(re)inscribing nationalist narratives (and the dominant discourses that support them) so 

that they continue to (re)construct peoples differently thereby perpetuating inequities.   

The ease with which these dominant discourses and diverse subjectivities are 

continually (re)produced within my Social Studies 30 classroom even though I explicitly 

attempted to engage students (as well as myself) in the active disruption of their 

dominance has been highlighted in this dissertation. The pervasiveness of these dominant 

discourses (and the resulting constructions) became obvious as I examined various 

resources, pedagogical practices and policies, along with the planned and lived curricula.   

Without this critical analysis, these widespread approaches to multicultural education 

perpetuate the assumption that studying diversity is for the sake of minoritized students 

(Howard, 2003) rather than all students. Consequently, this research illustrates how 

superficial attempts at multicultural education can merely serve to reinforce, “relations of 

domination” (Schick & St. Denis, 2005, p. 296) rather than to disrupt them.  

In a related manner, this research has the potential to inform the ways in which 

the Ministry of Education in Saskatchewan and individual school divisions conceptualize 

elements of the Continuous Improvement Framework (most notably the Equitable 

Opportunities and Outcomes for All priority area). As I previously described, this 

particular goal is framed in such a way to suggest the focus needs to only be the 

increased awareness and understanding of Indigenous cultures in order to support 

equitable opportunities and outcomes for First Nations and Métis students. I do not 

dispute the merits of this particular initiative, but I do argue it only addresses part of the 
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issue; namely those who are minoritized within and through the school system. It does 

not address the lack of critical awareness and understandings of those who are privileged 

within and through the school system (namely those who are racialized white). 

Specifically, this goal suggests it is only necessary for First Nations and Métis students 

to understand Indigenous cultures. This suggestion works to perpetuate the belief that 

representation of diversity within schools and the education system exists for those who 

minoritized, not for those who are constructed as members of the dominant, Euro-white 

group. Thus, an oversimplified us-vs.-them binary is (re)inscribed and diversity is 

(re)produced as a deficiency to be overcome rather than a valued and fundamental aspect 

of Canadian society. Through the perpetuation of this and many other systemic or 

institutional policies and factors, educational inequity (and whiteness) are (re)inscribed 

in and through Canadian schools (Heydon, 2005; Kincheloe, 2008; Ladson-Billings, 

1998; St. Denis, 2011).  

 

7.4.3. For Teacher Education programs and the professional development 

of practicing teachers 

This research also has the potential to inform the preparation of pre-service 

teachers in ways that encourage (even require) them to (re)consider their own 

subjectivities, to examine the ways in which schools and education systems as a whole 

ensure the on-going production of whiteness,  and to “embrace the unknowable 

dimension of teaching and learning”(Cappello, 2012, p. 205). As became increasingly 

clear through this inquiry, public education most often serves to maintain the status quo 

complete with its systems of privilege and oppression through the uncritical acceptance 
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and (re)production of relations of dominance. Through the implementation of 

standardized curricula, mainstream educational policies, pedagogical practices, and 

classroom resources, teachers play a fundamental role in the creation of educational 

experiences for students. They can work as agents of hegemony or of counter-hegemony 

(Orlowski, 2008, 2011). They can teach in ways and with understandings and resources 

that perpetuate dominant discourses or they can attempt to structure learning experiences 

in ways and with understandings and resources that work towards the disruption of them.  

Thus the task of adequately preparing teachers to engage critically and thoughtfully with 

issues of power, privilege, the social construct of race and processes of racialization (and 

their subjectivities within them) are paramount.     

Prior to this research, I was often critical of what I perceived as the role of 

specific, everyday practical preparation of pre-service teachers at the university. It often 

seemed to me that pre-service teachers come to the high school with very limited 

understandings of ways to adequately and effectively plan for, implement, and assess 

student learning on a day-to-day basis. Instead, much of their pre-service university 

experience seemed particularly geared towards developing theoretical understandings. 

As a practicing teacher, I have been frustrated by the apparent disconnect between the 

theoretical and the practical aspects of their learning. However as a result of the 

understandings I have constructed throughout this research inquiry (and the work of 

Cappello, 2012 and others), I have developed a significantly deeper appreciation for the 

necessity of this theoretical work. Rather than focusing on merely the technical aspects 

of teaching, I now better appreciate (and in fact will actively lobby for) the need to more 

explicitly (and continually) encourage pre-service teachers to explore critical topics. 
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These critical topics necessarily include an examination of their own subjectivity (and 

the subjectivities of others), issues of power, privilege, whiteness, the social construct of 

race, processes of racialization (as well as many other aspects of their identity), along 

with the influences of these forces on curricula, instruction, and assessment. For as 

Cappello (2012) argues, “(t)eacher education must attend to the technical components of 

learning to teach and attempt to disrupt the attendant whiteness that …  is reproduced in 

those technical discourses” (p. 212). 

This inquiry has helped me to develop a deeper understanding of my positionality 

(including my racialization and other many aspects of my identity) and the ways in 

which this positionality situates me within this racialized society. It has also helped me 

to appreciate how these perceptions have evolved over time and through many diverse 

experiences (some of which that have been fraught with extensive tension). It becomes 

increasingly clear that in order for teachers to be adequately prepared to teach with and 

for critical understanding and awareness, they need to have significant time and 

engagement with multiple aspects of critical pedagogy and self-reflection.  As Kailin 

(1999) notes, authentic engagement will not likely happen at “hit and run” workshops (p. 

746). Rather, practicing (and pre-service) teachers need to be encouraged to critically 

engage with examinations of dominant systems of power (Orlowski, 2008). Only when 

they are able to recognize and critique the systemic forces at play within classrooms, 

schools, and society as well as their own subject position within these spaces, will they 

be able to thoughtfully and effectively plan for learning experiences that may possibly 

encourage students to do the same (Cappello, 2012; Orlowski, 2008).  However as my 

personal and professional experiences illustrate, there will likely still be ongoing and 
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significant challenges for critically conscious teachers due to the pervasiveness and 

strength of the structuring forces of whiteness. 

 
7.4.4 For Schools 

 
The multiple ways in which social studies education (through curricula, practices, 

and policies), teachers, and schools in general continue to perpetuate the status quo 

through the ongoing acculturation of students into mainstream society has been 

demonstrated through this study. Because schools are predominantly shaped by Anglo-

American epistemology which is heavily influenced by masculine, white, middle-class, 

Christian, yet seemingly neutral ideals and principles, they have traditionally played a 

fundamental role in the racialization of peoples as they consciously, unconsciously, and 

dysconsciously continue to inform the “drawing and redrawing of racial lines” (Lewis, 

2003, p. 284). If left unproblematized (or even when challenged as this inquiry 

demonstrates) in schools, the social construct of race and processes of racialization are 

often perpetuated while nationalist discourses and whitening discursive strategies frame 

social conditions and inequities as normal and thus expected and acceptable. When 

teachers, administrators, and policy makers do not effectively encourage students to 

critically consider and disrupt nationalist narratives or dominant discourses and the 

structuring forces of whiteness (and sometimes even when we attempt to), we enable 

(and thus are complicit in) the perpetuation of systemic, racialized inequities.  By 

continuing to approach diversity and diverse peoples in normalizing ways, inequity is not 

adequately addressed in schools. Rather education continues to actively oppress, to 

actively marginalize, to actively colonize peoples who are racialized non-white so the 
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continuation of positions of privilege within this racialized society are ensured (Barker, 

2009).  

A greater appreciation of the ways in which high school students who are 

racialized white perceive their racialization and its connections to privilege and the ways 

in which I, as their racialized white teacher, am implicated in and contribute to these 

perceptions (because of my own understandings and perceptions that have been 

constructed as a result of my experiences and subject position) can inform how I, other 

teachers, schools, and educational systems address the (in)equity in social studies 

education and in Canadian society. With these more nuanced understandings, a deeper 

appreciation for the ways in which the status quo is (re)inscribed in schools (and in 

society) through the perpetuation of dominant discourses and common sense 

understandings (Gramsci, 1971) is gained along with the conditions that may be 

necessary to facilitate disruption. It has become increasingly apparent to me that if any 

significant progress is to be made towards equity and justice within classrooms (and 

schools), students (and their teachers) need to extensively engage in processes of self-

reflection, the critical analysis of their subject positions, and with issues of power, 

privilege, the social construct of race, and processes of racialization. Attempting to 

address issues of inequity and marginalization without disrupting the status quo will 

undoubtedly continue to have limited, if any, success in teaching for social justice and 

reaching anti-oppressive ideals. As a result, the dominance of whiteness and those 

racialized white will continue amid superficial liberal claims of the fair, neutral, and 

equal nature of Canadian society. 
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November 7, 2011 
 
Dear Student: 
 
I am inviting you to participate in a research project entitled “Issues of Identity and Social Justice in Social 
Studies Education”. I will be conducting this research as a member of the Faculty of Graduate Studies at 
the University of Regina. This project will serve as the research portion for my dissertation to be submitted 
to the University in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a PhD in Education.  
 
The goal of this project is to help me, as a classroom teacher, reflect on how we think about our own 
racialization, whiteness and privilege, especially as these are connected to issue of social justice, social 
studies goals and objectives and my own teaching. This project will accompany the Change and Culture 
units of the Social Studies 30 course and will take approximately six weeks to complete. 
 
If you agree to participate in this project, you will be asked to: 
 

a) Allow me to consider your regular course work (assignments, activities, and discussions) 
within this research inquiry. These will be considered only after the completion of Social 
Studies 30 and the submission of final grades for the course. This may include video-
taping a maximum of two classroom sessions for analysis purposes. These video-taped 
sessions will not be shared or made public in any way. 

b) Participate in a one-on-one interview with me (the researcher) in the semester following 
your completion of Social Studies 30. The interview will be approximately 40 minutes in 
length and take place at a time and location that are mutually agreed upon.  

 
This research project has been approved by the University of Regina Research Ethics Board and Regina 
Public Schools. Your contributions will be kept anonymous and confidential. You may decide not to 
participate in this project (not to complete the interview or give permission to have your course work and 
contributions examined for research purposes) with no fear of any negative consequences. The decision to 
participate or not participate in this project will have no impact on your class marks. In order to avoid any 
pressure you might feel because I am your teacher, I have asked that all returned consent forms be sent to 
Ms.Hunchuk (the Librarian), not to me. Ms. Hunchuk will not reveal the names to me until after the final 
grades for this course have been submitted.  
 
If you agree to participate, please sign the attached consent form and return it to Ms. Hunchuk as soon as 
possible. I greatly appreciate your consideration of my request. If you have any questions or concerns, 
please do not hesitate to contact me at (306) 523-3400 or tana.burrows@rbe.sk.ca or my supervisor, Dr. 
Jennifer Tupper (585-4504 or Jennifer.Tupper@uregina.ca). 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
 
 
Tana Burrows, PhD candidate 
MacKenzie Road Collegiate  
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November 7, 2011 
 
Dear Parent or Guardian: 
 
I am inviting your son or daughter to participate in a research project entitled “Issues of Identity and Social 
Justice in Social Studies Education”. I will be conducting this research as a member of the Faculty of 
Graduate Studies at the University of Regina. This project will serve as the research portion for my 
dissertation to be submitted to the University in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a PhD in 
Education.  
 
The goal of this project is to develop a deeper understanding of the ways in which high school students in a 
social studies classroom perceive their identity and its connections to privilege. It also involves 
consideration of my own identity as a white teacher and the ways in which I am implicated in students’ 
perceptions of identity through my own teaching.   This project will accompany the Change and Culture 
units of the Social Studies 30 course and will take approximately six weeks to complete. It is my hope that 
through this process my own teaching will be strengthened and my ability to engage students as critical 
thinkers will be supported.  
 
If you agree to your son or daughter’s participation in this project, he or she will be asked to: 

a) Permit his/her regular course work (assignments, activities, and discussions) to be 
examined and analyzed following the completion of Social Studies 30. This may include 
video-taping a maximum of two classroom sessions for analysis purposes. These video-
taped sessions will not be shared or made public in any way.  

b) Participate in one-on-one interviews with me (the researcher) in the semester following 
the completion of Social Studies 30. The interview will be approximately 40 minutes in 
length and take place at a time and location that are mutually agreed upon.  

 
This research project has been approved by the University of Regina Research Ethics Board and Regina 
Public Schools. The contributions of your son or daughter will be kept anonymous and confidential. Your 
son or daughter may decide not to participate in this project (not to complete the interview or give 
permission to have his or her course work and contributions examined for research purposes) with no fear 
of any negative consequences. The decision to participate or not participate in this project will have no 
impact on his or her class marks. In order to avoid any pressure you might feel because I am your son or 
daughter’s teacher, I have asked that all returned consent forms be sent to Ms. Hunchuk (the Librarian), 
not to me. Ms. Hunchuk will not reveal the names to me until after the final grades for this course have 
been submitted.  
 
If you agree to your son or daughter’s participation in this study, please sign the attached consent form and 
return it to Ms. Hunchuk as soon as possible. I greatly appreciate your consideration of my request. If you 
have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me at (306) 523-3400 or 
tana.burrows@rbe.sk.ca or my supervisor, Dr. Jennifer Tupper (585-4504 or Jennifer.Tupper@uregina.ca). 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tana Burrows, PhD candidate 
Winston Knoll Collegiate  
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Issues of Identity and Social Justice in Social Studies Education 
Research Consent Form 

 
I,         (print name of parent/legal guardian or 
independent student), hereby consent for       (print name of student) to 
participate in the “Issues of Identity and Social Justice in Social Studies Education” research being 
undertaken by Tana Burrows at the University of Regina.  
 
By signing this consent form, I agree that       (name of student) may 
participate in the research activities planned for this project. I understand that this research project will 
accompany the Change and Culture units of the Social Studies 30 course and will take approximately six 
weeks to complete. 
 
I understand that research activities include: 

a) An observation and analysis of class activities, assignments, and discussions which may 
include a maximum of two video-taped sessions. These video-taped sessions will be used 
for analysis purposes only and will not be shared or made public in any way. 

b) One-on-one interviews with the researcher (Ms. Burrows) 
 

I understand that: 
• My son/daughter may withdraw from the research at any time without penalty. If my 

son/daughter wishes to withdraw from the study, he/she (or I, on his/her behalf) needs to only 
contact the neutral third party (Ms. Hunchuk). 

• Refusal to participate will not influence any services offered to my son/daughter nor will it affect 
his/her class standing 

• To avoid any pressure to participate, all returned consent forms will be sent to a third party, Ms. 
Hunchuk (the Librarian). She will not reveal the names of participating students until after the 
final grades for this course have been submitted.  

• Data gathered in this study may be published in scholarly journals, professional journals and 
academic books and may be presented at both scholarly and professional conferences. However 
the identity of my son/daughter will be kept confidential as all data will be identified by number 
only and signed consent forms will be stored separately from the collected data. 

• My son/daughter will not be identifiable in any documents resulting from this research. 
Pseudonyms will be used to identify all research participants. 

• I will receive a copy of this signed consent form for my records 
• This project has been approved by the Research Ethics Board, University of Regina and the 

Regina Board of Education. If research subjects have any questions or concerns about their rights 
or treatment as subjects, they may contact the Chair of the Research Ethics Board at 585-4775 or 
by email: research.ethics@uregina.ca. 

 
I also understand that the results of this research will be used only in presentations and written articles for 
other educators. 
 
            
Signature of parent/guardian    Signature of student 
           
Signature of student if 18 years or older   Date 
 
If you have any questions or concerns, please contact Tana Burrows at (306)523-3400 or by email at 
tana.burrows@rbe.sk.ca or Dr. Jennifer Tupper (585-4504 or Jennifer.Tupper@uregina.ca). 
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APPENDIX D 
 

Approval letter from the  
University of Regina  

Research Ethics Board 
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