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Abstract 

The current research initiative was informed by Anihšināpēk and Nēhiyawē teachings 

and it involved working with students who were enrolled in a Native Studies course at an 

urban high school as efforts of Indigenization have been ongoing at this school. Students 

were provided with time and space to share where and when they have their cultures 

represented in school and if having their cultures represented in school matters to them. 

Methods including modified photovoice, conversation method, mental mapping and a 

sharing circle were used to gather the voices from the students; however, the students 

continued to help analyze the information by being a part of ongoing conversations about 

the research. While examining places used by students, meanings of place have been 

activated. The research began with the researcher wanting to know if having culture in 

schools matters to students but instead the researcher discovered even more about the 

students and how instrumental the students are in leading the way to clarify what is 

acknowledged in their school and what more is needed for students to be better 

supported in schools.  
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boohzoo (Prologue) 

ānīn Rhonda nitišinihkas kīšikōwinin (Keeseekoowenin) nitōncī. nitanihšināpēkhkwē. 

My mom and grandparents are Anihšināpēk and come from Riding Mountain area in 

Manitoba located on Treaty Two territory and I was born and raised in the cities of 

Regina and Saskatoon which are located within the Treaty Four and Six territories of 

Saskatchewan. My dad was born to parents who were settlers with Irish and Scottish 

backgrounds in Chilliwack, British Columbia located on Stó:lō territory that is unceded 

and occupied. I live with my husband, who is Saulteaux from the Keeseekoose First 

Nation, located on Treaty Four territory, and we are blessed with three beautiful children 

who keep us busy with singing, arts, band, hockey, baseball and basketball. I was raised 

by my parents with my three sisters who have always been my role models and I have 

numerous nieces and nephews who are special to me. It is important for me to introduce 

myself, my family and where I come from to my readers because I am proud but also to 

allow you as my readers to know where I come from. I will introduce myself in this way 

again in the Introduction (flower centre) of the manuscript and this purpose will be 

discussed further in the self-location (Kovach, 2009) section of the manuscript. Before 

the manuscript begins, I use a Prologue to provide “essential information for the reader” 

(Kovach, 2009)  to understand how I have chosen to privilege an Indigenous framework 

to organize and structure the research initiative as a way to show how I have come to 

understand the research process from an Indigenous perspective.  

The Petal Flower 

 While learning and understanding Indigenous methodologies throughout the 

research initiative, I will use Absolon’s Petal Flower Framework (2011) to organize my 

manuscript (see Figure 1). Although the figure shows numbers to label the parts of the   
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Figure 1. The Petal Flower (Absolon, 2011). 
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flower, it is not a linear process. It is through my research initiative that I realized I am 

coming to understand and privilege Indigenous ways of knowing. The Petal Flower 

Framework is not a list of how to organize Indigenous methodologies but it is a 

framework to show various processes involved when conducting research. I chose to 

write this as a prologue so that my readers can visualize the connections I have made to 

the Petal Flower Framework through my research process. 

 The Petal Flower Framework came to be through the offering of Tobacco as 

Absolon (2011) was seeking guidance for making meaning of the representations learned 

from a number of Indigenous scholars. The petal flower was then gifted to Absolon 

through a dream to use as a visual to present and describe the processes of conducting 

Indigenous research by gathering experiences and methodologies from Indigenous 

scholars in the academy. This framework is used as the footing upon which my current 

study is built and as a blueprint to verify the integrity of my research process (A. 

Snowshoe, personal communication, March 2, 2018). Absolon (2011) says, 

“Kaandowssiwin is an Anishnaabe word that describes a process of how we come to 

know, a process of acquiring knowledge. It is a living word” (p. 10). As I experienced 

and lived with the research process, I was able to insert my identity, experiences, beliefs, 

and teachings, which then informed the methods that I used to collect stories from the 

student participants. I became aware of the journey I was on throughout the process. 

Absolon says the petal flower is a “wholistic” methodological framework and I have 

used this to reflect on the research process. While there is not a checklist of how to use 

Indigenous methodologies, the Petal Flower Framework was used a valuable tool to 
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understand the research I was doing and how I was doing it from an Indigenous 

perspective. 

 Indigenous “re-searchers” are Indigenous people who are searching again from 

the ways we have always searched and gathered in our own ways of knowing (Absolon, 

2011). “Re-search” is hyphenated, “meaning to look again. To search again from our 

own location and to search again using our own ways as Anishnaabek is Indigenous re-

search” (p. 21). Absolon wants re-searchers like me to know that I do not have to turn 

myself inside out to do work that is of me and about me. My own knowledge and 

methodologies are already present and can be strategically selected and applied to the 

work that is occurring in the academy.  

This manuscript is organized based on the Petal Flower Framework, as briefly 

introduced here and discussed in detail as part of the research process in subsequent 

sections of this manuscript; it is not linear but interconnected in order to share the 

intersection between my experiential knowledge, the student’s stories, and the physical, 

mental, emotional, and spiritual supports that were woven into my process of searching. 

Specifically, the Introduction is a combination of the flower centre and the roots; they 

are instrumental to the research being conducted. The centre of the flower represents the 

person who is doing the research because Indigenous methodologies focus on who is 

doing the research and how it is being done (Absolon, 2011). I could not begin this 

Prologue without introducing who I am and where I come from as a way of situating 

myself in the research process. It illuminates why the research needs to be done and it is 

the connection to “ancestral knowledge, teachings and Spirit” (p. 67). The Introduction 

of this manuscript includes parts of my story as to why I am doing the research I am 
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doing and who I am hoping to support. This is often called self-location (Kovach, 2009). 

This becomes apparent and is woven throughout this manuscript to demonstrate the 

intimate connection between the research and the re-searcher.  

The roots represent grounding for Indigenous methods as they are not visible yet 

they are the source of strength for the flower as a whole (Absolon, 2011). The roots 

represent the researcher’s worldview, paradigms and principles and these will vary 

depending on the researcher doing the work. My worldview is that although I have been 

impacted by colonization I see the world through Anihšināpēk and Nêhiyawē languages 

and teachings, but also within a colonial society. They guide me in a process of 

challenging the colonial way of knowing and being. For example, the manuscript 

privileges Indigenous Peoples by using capital letters when referring to a Nation; 

however, there are terms used that are not capitalized to represent resistance to colonial 

rules such as choosing not to capitalize the word “western”. My worldview also comes 

from all things being interconnected, the physical world and the spiritual world. My 

experiences in ceremony, dreams and life experiences shape the way I see the world. I 

have shared some of these personal connections in the Introduction of this manuscript. 

These roots must be strong and can be pulled at by people who are trying to understand 

Indigenous ways. Other roots of the flower include the researcher’s principles or 

axiology (Absolon, 2011). The principles that I live by include: love, honesty, humility, 

wisdom, courage, truth, and respect that come from Anihšināpēk teachings (Bouchard & 

Martin, 2009). These principles ground me in being a good person for myself, my family 

and community and they have informed the ways that I care for the students, Elders, the 
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Indigenous Advisory Committee, and other people who have been involved within the 

research process. 

The stem of the petal flower framework is the theoretical and methodological 

positioning for the research initiative and connects the research together (Absolon, 

2011). In this research initiative the stem includes the use of Indigenous ways of 

knowing, Two-Eyed Seeing (Iwama, Marshall, Marshall & Bartlett, 2009), decolonizing, 

and critical theories. In my process the stem holds the meaningful relationships I have 

with Elders, Knowledge Keepers, the Indigenous Advisory Committee, family, friends, 

and the communities to which I belong. It also holds my beliefs, worldview and 

principles that keep me grounded from my roots. Anihšināpēk and Nēhiyawē languages 

are a part of my learning journey as I look to the languages to help me understand and 

unlearn what I have come to know from the western education system. I am grateful to 

my teachers who help me write the language using Standard Roman Orthography as used 

at the First Nations University of Canada. This supports the sound system and I will 

incorporate this within the manuscript (L. Cote, personal communication, July 12, 2018). 

Having a critical lens and learning from those who have walked before me in research 

and education often validates the work that I have been doing or it inspires me to want to 

learn more so that I can better support students in my school. My methodology emerged 

as I continued the research process. As I learned western theories, concepts and 

terminology I wanted to understand and assert my ways of knowing in my research and 

validate those who have shared their knowledge with me. This includes the critical lens 

that I have developed from Indigenous scholars including Absolon, Kovach, Lavallee, 
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Walter and Andersen, and Wilson. The stem holds all of this acquired knowledge 

together. 

According to Absolon (2011), the leaves represent the research journey for the 

person who is doing the research. In my process, I believe it also includes the journey of 

the education system and the journey of the place where the research occurs. Histories of 

colonization that include settler colonialism, racialization, and educational shifts must be 

acknowledged and how they have impacted Indigenous peoples in Canada. Another 

important leaf of my research initiative is the history of the school where the research 

was conducted. The school has been in operation since 1930 and has seen many changes 

over the years. Examining this place from the perspectives of its users helps us to 

understand what it means to the students who go there (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a). 

The petals of the flower comprise the diverse methods of gathering of Indigenous 

student’s stories through their photos and conversations and understanding what meaning 

comes from all of their stories (Absolon, 2011). Absolon arranges the petals into the 

Elements of the Four Directions. These are called Spirit, heart, mind, and body. The 

Elements of the Four Directions are interconnected and many of the petals fall under all 

four of the directions.  Absolon states, “They are not mutually exclusive of one another, 

and overlapping concepts occur. The overlaps simply reflect the wholistic, inclusive, 

relational and interdependent nature of methodologies” (p. 120). The overlapping nature 

of my research process with the various methods used is difficult to entangle but is 

nevertheless a notable strength of this work and of Indigenous methodologies as a whole. 

In addition to Absolon’s (2011) Petal Flower Framework, I include a section that 

I named using Anihšināpēk language, ošipikināwi (it’s blooming). This is the section 



 

 

xix 
 

where I share the meaning-making process of the data in the form of visual and verbal 

stories that were shared with me by student participants. In order for flowers to bloom, 

there are many processes involved and it is a powerful metaphor to use when articulating 

the data analysis and interpretation process. Locating relevant literature on data analysis 

procedures in Indigenous research methodologies was difficult due to the interpersonal 

and spiritual nature of the work in this field. However, it is critical to communicate my 

data analysis and interpretation processes for readers to highlight the interconnected 

relationships involved in the process and to contribute to the body of literature in this 

area as a guide for new re-searchers who are looking to conduct Indigenous research in a 

“good way.” 

Another section that I chose to add to this manuscript that is not a part of the 

Petal Flower Framework is the section on Meaning of Place. This section is where I 

include the photos and transcripts of the student participants. In staying true to 

Indigenous ways of knowing, it is important that the stories be kept in-tact, rather than 

broken down by thematic analysis procedures, so the reader is free to examine and create 

their own understandings of what the student participants are saying (Kovach, 2006; 

Lavallee, 2009). This section within Indigenous methodologies provides space for the 

student participants’ voices to be acknowledged; and provides opportunities for the 

reader and researcher to listen and take action to better support what the student 

participants are saying.   

Lastly, I discuss the environment that surrounds the flower, which is, the 

environment that they are learning in, as well as implications for the community and 

academy. Absolon, (2011) says the environment for a flower might be harsh, cold, and 
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unfamiliar at times, while at other times it can be nurturing. For this study, it has been all 

of the above. When it was harsh and cold, I believe this was indicative of colonialism 

and oppressive policies present in our education systems. During the course of the 

research, harsh environments arose due to budget cuts to Provincial education and the 

creation of programs that unintentionally “othered” Indigenous students to become more 

“successful” (according to western standards) in mainstream society. The environment is 

also unfamiliar at different times because this is when change occurs. This can also be 

uncomfortable and messy. It reminds me of how Treaty Education is taught more than it 

was when I was a student in elementary and high school; yet, there continues to be 

resistance from non-Indigenous peoples. When the environment is nurtured it is 

supportive and attentive. For example, during this research project, the student 

participants and researcher remained surrounded by supportive people who are willing to 

take time to listen. While exploring why culture matters in school it is important to have 

an awareness of the colonial impacts on Indigenous peoples as it is critical for 

Indigenous students’ mental health. 
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The Flower Centre (The Self) 

ānīn Rhonda nitišinihkas kīšikōwinin (Keeseekoowenin) nitōncī. nitanihšināpēkhkwē. 

My mom and grandparents are Anishinabek
1
 and come from the Riding Mountain area in 

Manitoba located on Treaty Two territory and I was born and raised in the cities of 

Regina and Saskatoon which are located within the Treaty Four and Six territories of 

Saskatchewan. My dad was born in Chilliwack, British Columbia located on unceded 

and occupied Stó:lō territory to parents who were settlers with Irish and Scottish 

backgrounds. I live with my husband who is Saulteaux from the Keeseekoose First 

Nation, located on Treaty Four territory, and we are blessed with three beautiful children 

who keep us busy with singing, arts, band, hockey baseball and basketball. I was raised 

by my parents with my three sisters who have always been my role models and I have 

numerous nieces and nephews who are special to me.  

Self-Location 

 By introducing myself and my family, I situate who I am and subsequently allow 

my lived experiences to shape where I am going. In Indigenous research methodologies, 

this is often known as positioning oneself or “self-location” (Kovach, 2009). I introduced 

myself in the same way in the Prologue as a way to build a relationship with my readers. 

This is important to me because I have been taught to introduce myself and where I come 

from as a way to acknowledge kinship, family history and community ties. I feel it is 

necessary to introduce myself again in the Introduction of my manuscript because the 

                                                           
1
Anishnaabe(k) describes Nations of people who self-identify based on place, language, and kinship. The 

term First Nation is used to describe a group of Indigenous people or to describe the Nation that they 

belong to. When possible, it is important to acknowledge specific First Nations groups such as 

Anishnaabe, Ojibway, Nahkawē, Saulteaux, Nēhiyaw, and Cree. The term Indigenous will be used to 

identify large groups of diverse Nations and peoples whose ancestors originate from Turtle Island (North 

America) and the terms Indian, Métis and Inuit are used to acknowledge groups who are recognized in the 

Constitution Act, 1982.  
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Introduction includes more of my personal background. According to Kovach, self-

location means cultural identification and it is evident when Indigenous researchers 

situate themselves in one or all of the three ways: affiliating with an Indigenous group(s) 

such as a reserve or urban area; sharing of experiences with culture; and/or will identify 

the Indigenous epistemology (or epistemologies) that impact every aspect of their 

research process. Indigenous peoples,  

begin by identifying ourselves: who we are, where we are from, who our 

ancestors are. This identification allows people to know who we are, 

which, in turn, helps to establish trust (Absolon & Willett, 2005) as 

people can then identify the worldview from which they speak. 

(Lavallee, 2009, p. 26) 

It is important for me to self-locate because I am proud of where I come from, it allows 

my audience to know where I am from and it helps one to understand the perspectives 

and experiences that shape my research process (e.g., interpretation of the data) I have 

created intentional spaces that allow for my self-location to be woven through the 

research process and enhance the relevancy of the results for Indigenous students, their 

families, and their communities (Absolon, 2011). 

The Roots (Paradigms, Principles, and Research Question) 

 nitanihšināpēkhkwē. I have always identified as an Anihšināpē woman. I have 

been raised with Indigenous teachings from my Mom, Elders, Knowledge Keepers, 

family and friends who come from Cree and Saulteaux backgrounds; however, part of 

my identity is a result of attending provincial schools. Unlike our mother and 

grandparents, my sisters and I were not taken from our parents and we were not 
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subjected to forced removal from home policies such as the Indian Residential schools 

(Neeganagwedgin, 2011). I am in a process of decolonizing as I question the daily 

activities, celebrations and policies that I must engage with in schools and society. All of 

this knowledge I have been receiving from various people and institutions is 

interconnected physically and spiritually.  

 When I first began to learn Cree and Saulteaux languages at the Saskatchewan 

Indian Federated College now known as the First Nations University of Canada, I was 

able to understand what is alive and not alive (animate and inanimate). From my 

teachings I already knew there was a Spirit World but the language helped to open my 

eyes to the physical world that had Spirit within it and how all of these worlds are 

interconnected. I have been taught not to talk about ceremony in public and the 

experiences I have had within them and so I will honour these teachings throughout this 

manuscript. The loss of my dad has influenced the way I see the world also. The visits I 

receive from loved ones in dreams guide and support my decisions or present me with 

opportunities to analyze situations that I am in. It is through these dreams and every day 

moments that I carry a continued connection to him. When I smudge I clean my 

thoughts, my Spirit and I give thanks to those who watch out for me and my family. 

Teachings from medicines and the land provides the gifts of patience, respect, time and 

space for me to take care of myself and to pass this knowledge on to my children.  

Cultural Grounding 

The use of cultural grounding (Kovach, 2009) within Indigenous research is 

based on the researcher’s life experiences and background and their relationship with 

culture. I attended public schools and rarely saw  Anihšināpēk culture represented in 
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schools when I was young. Not only did I did not hear our histories, but Indigenous 

people were scarcely visible in the curriculum that was taught to me. My first 

introduction to the content of Indigenous peoples occurred in Grade four while learning 

about the Métis. That day in class, we learned about Louis Riel and sang a song about 

him written by our principal.  I felt personally connected to this new knowledge about 

Métis culture because it included a group of people I could relate to being from 

Anihšināpēk, Irish and Scottish backgrounds. This experience was, and still is, 

significant for me because Indigenous content was not taught for the rest of my 

elementary school years where it could have supported and further nurtured my self-

esteem, identity and worldview.   

The next instance that I encountered content regarding Indigenous peoples was in 

my Grade 10 Native Studies course. By this time in my life, my older sisters were 

already in university and would often discuss with one another what they were learning 

in their degree programs in Native Studies courses. I felt excited to listen to them and 

wanted to know more. I was usually the only Indigenous student in my classes of friends 

and when I encountered negative stereotypes and misconceptions about Indigenous 

peoples, I did not feel equipped to challenge what was being said. I found myself looking 

for opportunities to inform myself with the knowledge of history and policy so I could 

defend Indigenous rights and culture. As a young Indigenous woman I wanted my non-

Indigenous friends to understand that their stereotypical notions and subsequent 

exceptions such as “but not you, Rhonda, you’re different” were hurtful and harmful to 

me. 
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I was looking for these connections as a young person to learn more about my 

Anihšināpēk history and where my family came from as much of the history we did learn 

was about the pioneers and settlers. Thankfully, my mother shared traditional teachings 

of women’s roles and responsibilities that I am now able to pass onto my daughter. I 

recall over-hearing my mom speak Anihšināpēmowin with my aunties. I noticed in her 

conversations that she would revert to English when she could not remember words in 

her language. I feel upset that those words were taken from her through assimilation 

policies forced on her at the Indian Residential School she attended. I now recognize that 

my Anihšināpēk history, teachings and language were integral to my upbringing and as I 

currently learn Anihšināpēmowin, I am recalling memories of my mom using the words 

in our everyday life and activities. Ironically, they were largely absent at school where I 

spent most of my days as a child through to adulthood. Presently, as a secondary school 

educator, I purposely find ways to ensure that Indigenous students can see, hear, and feel 

where they come from within the same public school system I attended rather than to 

look to external, and often fragmented or misinformed, sources to establish a sense of 

cultural belonging. I am thankful for having the privilege of working with Elders in our 

schools. I learn from them and I also receive their guidance when supporting our 

students in the schools. For this research initiative an Indigenous Advisory Committee 

was available to consult with during the research preparation and process. This 

committee included Elders in Residence from the high school of study and also the 

University of Regina. 
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Purpose 

 I continue to bring my past school experiences of systemic racism and lack of 

cultural connectedness in schools with me into my teaching and decision making about 

school programming for students. Critical race theory explains that race is a significant 

factor in determining inequity (Marx, 2004) and it upholds that racism is a systemic 

problem that is larger and more powerful than the individual acts of maintaining and 

constructing it (Tuck & Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2013). Ignorance and racism explain the 

experiences of Indigenous students when it comes to school, as a deficit lens is often 

used to describe these students and it affects their learning (Dion, 2009). They are often 

referred to as “at-risk” and viewed and described through negative stereotypes (Marx, 

2004). For example, I recognize that curriculum-based programming for Indigenous 

students who may not have regular attendance is often implemented in schools with little 

success. Independent school based programs, such as transition rooms that aim to build 

stronger connections to school may result in students becoming isolated and segregated 

from the rest of their peers, teachers, and school administration (Neeganagwedgin, 

2011).  While some Indigenous students may report positive experiences in these 

programs because they feel more comfortable around their own (Indigenous) peoples 

(Whitbeck, Chen, Hoyt, & Adams, 2004), it is unclear whether these types of transition 

programs are supporting academic success of Indigenous students, or whether they 

unintentionally create superficial changes that serve to reinforce systemic racism 

including the oppression of Indigenous education and exclusion (Goodman & Gorski, 

2015).  
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 On the contrary, Elders in Residence programs and Cree language programs are 

growing in student numbers and some of the teachers acknowledge Treaty 4 Territory at 

large public events like Remembrance Day and the Graduation ceremony. These 

ceremonies come from recognizing the efforts of the military and religious orders that 

western universities were established from. These acts of acknowledging Treaty 

territories are attempts of honouring Indigenous peoples, yet these ceremonies represent 

ongoing colonization (St. Denis, 2011). There are instances of teachers infusing Treaty 

Education into their classrooms, although these instances are implemented at their 

discretion as opposed to the provincial mandate in 2008 or school policy. These 

processes are seen as examples of non-Indigenous efforts for Indigenous education, 

reclamation and revitalization; they can also be viewed, from an Indigenous lens, as 

trivial attempts to integrate culture into a pre-occupied colonial space (St. Denis, 2011).  

In recognizing these current forms of cultural oppression in schools, the current 

research initiative interrogated these types of instances by investigating the following 

research question: What would it mean to Indigenous students if ongoing structures of 

colonialism and other forms of spatialized oppression were challenged with Indigenized 

spaces at the high school they are attending? Essentially, I wanted to know if culturally 

relevant spaces are meaningful to Indigenous students like it matters to me. I wondered if 

having access to Indigenous ways of knowing in our schools will impact their life 

experiences in a positive way. These questions come from the relationship that exists 

between memory and research (Hampton, 1995; Kovach, 2009). For instance, the 

research question comes from me wanting to explore the history and relationship of the 

western education system with Indigenous peoples but also my relationship with the 
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western education system throughout my life and how it has impacted me. My purpose 

for choosing to do this research is also for my family and those who have left this world, 

all of whom I honour with my research. I think of those who have been impacted by 

westernized schools and how I want to be a part of making it better for  future 

generations. The process by which a student is able to navigate through colonial 

institutions in search of cultural connections will likely have a lasting impact on their 

identity and school success (Whitbeck, Hoyt, Stubben, & LaFromboise, 2001). The 

research initiative explores what it means to students to have their culture represented in 

their school and to acknowledge that it matters for positive wellness and mental health.  

The Stem (Critical Consciousness, Strengths and Supports) 

 The stem of the petal flower represents the researcher’s critical consciousness, 

supports, and strengths throughout the research initiative (Absolon, 2011). I have been 

introduced to numerous concepts, definitions and paradigms in institutional settings and 

these include Indigenous knowledges, decolonizing and critical theories that examine 

race, and place. These theories contribute to understanding students’ perspectives of 

what it means to have culture in their school by providing time and space to students to 

share their knowledge. The following theories offer strength and support but within a 

context of historical and social realities facing the current generation of Indigenous youth 

(i.e. trauma-informed perspective). My approach keeps everything in the research 

process together. 

Indigenous Ways of Knowing 

 To Indigenize means to position Indigenous worldviews as the centre (Absolon, 

2011). Western institutions are not similar to Indigenous ways of knowing; therefore, the 
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Indigenous lens must be an active part of the transformation of knowledge (Battiste, 

1998). Indigenous ways of knowing require researchers to work closely with traditional 

Indigenous Elder groups and engage with the communities of interest at every stage in 

the research processes using the proper protocols and values of honour, respect, and 

humility (Kovach, 2009). When I first began to learn about conducting research, I 

struggled to understand why I could not state that I am using Indigenous methodologies 

to inform my research design simply because I am Indigenous. However, during the 

course of the current study, I have met with and reviewed works by many Indigenous 

scholars who have shared their experiences and knowledge that has helped deepen my 

understandings of Indigenous methodologies. For example, Tuck and McKenzie say, “as 

we get beneath the activities of research, the theories that shape them are what makes 

them Indigenous” (2015a, p. 146). It is my aim to bring teachings and knowledges 

shared with  me by family, community, Elders and Indigenous Advisory Committee to 

inform my research. Originally, I used Walter and Andersen’s (2013) model to 

understand the connections between procedures and methods to the researcher in 

Indigenous research methodologies. For example, my stories and experiences guide my 

research approaches because they describe who I am as an Indigenous researcher, that is, 

my social positioning, axiology, ontology, and epistemology, which impact every aspect 

of the research process and together forms my research standpoint (Walter & Andersen, 

2013). It was not until I went through the actual research process that I was able to come 

to know Indigenous methodologies from other perspectives by other Indigenous scholars 

including Absolon, Kovach, and Wilson.  
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 Absolon (2011) states, “[a]cademics tend to use words like ontology, 

epistemology, methodology and axiology. I find them confusing and would rather speak 

without the jargon. I wonder what words in Anishnaabe would mean our understanding 

of our existence and how we come to know our reality and existence?” (p.53). It is this 

quote that encourages me to continue to learn western concepts and terminology but also 

learn and privilege Anihšināpēk language and teachings. Absolon says, “I see an 

important distinction here between having an Indigenous perspective within a western 

research paradigm and doing re-search methodologies within an Indigenous 

worldview/paradigm” (p.30). As a result, I have come to recognize Indigenous 

methodologies as not merely who is conducting the research (although important), but 

also how it is conducted and why it is conducted in that way (Kovach, 2009). Indigenous 

methodologies have framed the methods I have used, the data I have collected, and how 

it has been analyzed. Absolon (2011) says,  

Being an Indigenous person in a search for knowledge situates me in a 

place that non-Indigenous people can never occupy. We have inner 

cultural knowledge and common experiences of colonization and its 

subsequent impacts on our families, communities and other relations in 

Creation. Indigenous people can recognize the reality of other 

Indigenous people … without having it take years and years to explain 

and describe. (p. 63)  

This manuscript is written using Anihšināpēk cultural knowledges, my experiences of 

colonization in schools, and its impact on me and my community from an Indigenous 

perspective.  
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Two-Eyed Seeing 

 Two-Eyed Seeing is pedagogy, research practice, and a way of living using 

western and Indigenous knowledges that overlap and allow for a deeper view than if both 

perspectives were used separately. These perspectives are not brought together into one 

but instead together offer different ways of knowing to motivate Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people to share their understanding so that the world is left in a better place 

and opportunities for students are not compromised (Iwama, Marshall, Marshall and 

Bartlett, 2009). The concept of Two-Eyed Seeing first arose from teachings of spiritual, 

leader, healer and Chief Charles Labrador of Acadia First Nation in Nova Scotia. 

Conversations over tea are privileged as ways of learning and knowing and are a way of 

drawing people together. This approach informs my research process as I have been 

living, learning and teaching using these perspectives. As I continue to become aware of 

how colonialism has influenced my life, I attempt to resist these oppressive ways. For 

example, my writing style changes throughout this manuscript as I sort through English 

language capitalization and conventions. Since completing my Bachelor of Arts and 

Bachelor of Education degrees, I have been taught to write in third person as a way to 

remove myself and to conform to a style of writing that is used in the academy. This 

western approach to communicating prioritizes writing for others such as the dominant 

society as audience and can become particularly difficult when colonialism is addressed 

and challenged. Even at its basic structure, English embeds western concepts, ideas, and 

rules that privilege cognitive imperialism and limits/restricts Indigenous thought 

(Battiste, 1998). When I write in first person, I am explaining the events and experiences 

that took place in a personal narrative form, which provides the necessary space for my 
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stories, memories, and truths to be told. These truths that stem from my ontology, my 

relationships, and my epistemology involves the teachings I have received from both 

animate and inanimate beings in my life. Kovach (2006) writes about this style of 

communicating as her Cree way of honouring the experiential when she engages with the 

abstract and theoretical. Similarly, in Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research 

Methods, Wilson (2008) explains his process of writing letters to his children as he sorts 

through the complexity of writing personal narratives and writing academically for 

anonymous people (p. 8). It is my hope that my readers can visualize my experiences 

throughout this research process through my lens and through my style of writing that is 

interchangeable from first person to third person. This process shows my coming to 

know and understanding of the entire research process.  

Decolonizing 

 When one operates from a decolonizing research perspective, the researcher is 

able to locate the source of power “where inequalities are embedded in systems and 

structures that privilege the few at the expense of the many” (Goodman & Gorski, 2015, 

p. 7). It is important to be aware of potential harm in using the term decolonize. For 

example, Tuck and McKenzie (2015a) state, “[d]ecolonization within settler colonial 

nation-states is complicated because there is no spatial separation between empire, 

settlement, and colony/colonized. When decolonization is allowed to stand as metaphor, 

it papers over this complexity, backing away from the very aspects of decolonization that 

are unsettling” (pp.52-53). A decolonizing perspective recognizes colonizing dominant 

discourses and interrupts positions of privilege by engaging with “othered” groups and 

allies for counter discourses (Smith & Geroski, 2015). The term “othering” as explained 
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by Kumashiro (2000) refers “to those groups that are traditionally marginalized in 

society” (p. 26). Using a critical lens is necessary when learning and using these terms. 

Currently, I am reclaiming Anihšināpēmowin. As such, I will privilege the use of 

the Anihšināpēk language to describe the concepts and ideas that are not easily 

communicated in the English language of the colonizer. I have been learning that 

Indigenous languages are more than words; they are descriptive statements that include 

feelings and personal connections that cannot be easily translated into English. Similarly, 

when incorporating Cree terms into education, Weenie (2010) states, “[a]lthough the 

Cree version of what I share loses much of its meaning in translation, I often think of 

western concepts in Cree terms so that I can understand them better” (p. 2). In this way, I 

use the Anihšināpēk language as an overt act of decolonization and as an active attempt 

to insert who I am into the research process. The Anihšināpēk language challenges what I 

have previously come to know from western ways of thinking that has formed the basis 

of my education by reclaiming Indigenous perspectives of the world. I am actively 

choosing to reclaim space for the Anihšināpē language throughout this manuscript 

because academic space for Indigenous language has not always been made (Battiste, 

1998). I use the Standard Roman Orthography (SRO) writing systems as this is the 

system of writing that is used to teach and pass on the language at the First Nations 

University of Canada where I am an alumnus  (L. Cote, personal communication, July 

12, 2018).  

Alfred Metallic (of York University) is remarkable for making space for 

Indigenous language by being the first person to defend a Ph.D. thesis in his Mi’gmaw 

language. His approach is important because he was able to tell his story and capture his 
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research concepts while privileging and preserving the Mi’gmaw language for future 

generations (McLean, 2010). As a result, York University became the first Canadian 

postsecondary institution to approve the use of a language other than English or French 

in graduate work and serves as a benchmark for validating Indigenous languages in the 

academy. Similarly, this manuscript is an opportunity for me to learn and privilege 

Anihšināpēk language and ways of knowing in the academy and reclaim my Indigenous 

right to use Anihšināpēk language as my family and ancestors did before the arrival of 

Europeans (Battiste, 1998).  

Place 

 In the English language, the term place is used to describe a general area, space, 

location, or physical building. Place is often defined in relation to space and even the 

concept of space is complex (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a).  Haraway (1997) critiques 

western theories of space and describes spatialization as, “a never-ending, power-laced 

process engaged by a motley array of beings” (as cited in Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a, p. 

6). Places are not empty, passive planes but rather are active forces that organize how 

humans live and how humans actively transform and impact the spaces and places where 

we live (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a). In the Anihšināpēk language, school is described as 

kihkinahomākēwikamik or a place where learning occurs (L. Neetz, personal 

communication, 2016). Similarly, in the Cree language, school is commonly known as 

kiskinwahamākēwikamik, a word that describes a learning place (T. Ratt, personal 

communication, 2016). I use these examples because the Anihšināpēk and Cree 

languages are describing a type of place. The descriptions of these places in the language 

are difficult to translate into the English language; but they are active educational places. 
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Indigenous peoples’ understandings of place are consistent with Tuck and McKenzie’s 

definition, especially regarding its links to epistemological and ontological meanings. In 

fact, many relationships between humans and place are considered sacred. For example, 

I have been raised to care for animals and respect their Spirits. I also have been raised to 

respect the earth that I walk on and that I should never use from the land without 

following protocol. These place-based relationships emphasize the importance of living 

together with all beings (including the land itself) in a mutually respectful relationship 

(Wilson, 2008). Deloria and Wildcat (2001) validate the importance of human 

relationships with the land by stating that “Indigenous people represent a culture 

emergent from a place, and they actively draw on the power of that place physically and 

spiritually” (p.32). This understanding, captured in Indigenous languages, describes 

animals and foods from certain regions depending on where the people come from and 

also the way we greet one another activates the places that we come from. de Leeuw 

(2015) summarizes this issue by stating that,  

[v]ery simply put, to think about something geographically, or to 

account for geography as a determinant of health, is to acknowledge that 

where we are and how we are in that space matters; place and space are 

never static or neutral entities upon or in which we simply exist or that 

we entirely socially construct, but instead are always active, 

independent, and determining life forces. (p. 93) 

The research initiative recognizes the importance of Indigenous places by exploring 

whether having access to cultural spaces in school benefits Indigenous students’ mental 

health. The next section explores a western explanation of the meanings of place. 
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Theory of Place 

Edward Relph is a Canadian professor and geographer who studied the definition 

of place using the phenomenology method in 1976.  He is influential in a humanistic 

approach to examining the meaning of place (Seamon & Sowers, 2008) and has 

continued further work in this area. Relph identified three components that comprise the 

concept of place: physical setting, activities, and meanings. He explains that the physical 

setting or design of the space, the activities that go on there, and the meaning that is 

derived from those activities within that setting all intersect to create a place (Relph, 

2007). The meanings that come from the activities that occur in a physical setting are 

difficult to capture because they are diverse and occur at different levels of experience. 

For example, the levels might include deep personal experiences of home-like feelings 

that are independent; however, these feelings could be understood by another person in a 

different place. Another level could be felt as authentic, cultural, and experienced within 

a community setting. A more shallow level of understanding place would be an 

outsider’s attempt to understand place from a user’s perspective without becoming a part 

of the group (Relph, 2007). In this research initiative, I am a part of the deep levels of 

experiences in place as a part of the community and the meanings of these experiences 

will be considered from the perspectives of the student participants by listening to their 

stories using critical place inquiry methods. 

Critical Place Inquiry 

 Critical place inquiry can be described as “a set of concepts, practices, and 

theories which move beyond understandings of place as a neutral backdrop, or as a 

bounded and antiquated concept, or as only a physical landscape” (Tuck and McKenzie, 



wāpikwanīn  17 

 

 

2015b, p. 3). It includes a variety of research methodologies and methods of collecting 

data and the way they interact with place is of utmost significant. Critical place inquiry 

focuses specifically on understanding places as moving and changing over time while 

also influencing social activities. It addresses a spatialized and place-based process of 

colonization by recognizing that there are different realities that determine how place is 

experienced, understood, and practiced by different cultural groups. For example, people 

from different race, gender, or sexuality may have a different experience with different 

impacts in the same place, such as schools based on who has power and privileges (Tuck 

& McKenzie, 2015a). As an Indigenous woman I am cautious of my surroundings and 

who I interact with at different times. Investigations of place might be undertaken 

through culture, geography, gender, race, sexuality, age, and other identifications and 

experiences. It can also extend beyond the social activities by considering the land and 

non-human inhabitants. 

 Listening to the users of these places helps us learn the importance of place from 

their perspectives and experiences. All too often, place is only briefly mentioned during 

research studies; rarely do investigations go any further than acknowledging the place 

where a study is occurring. This usually includes a statement or two made by the 

researcher and the research that is focused specifically on place is scarce (Tuck & 

McKenzie, 2015a). My research initiative addresses this gap by not only acknowledging 

Indigenous perspectives of place, but also by situating these understandings of place at 

the center of the research focus. By applying Indigenous perspectives, spatialized 

oppression towards Indigenous students in schools can become unveiled, making time 

and space for students’ perspectives of why places are meaningful. An example of power 
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being embedded in place is found within some classrooms where some teachers decide 

who can come in and at what time. These are places where students will either feel 

welcome or unwelcome depending on who is making these decisions.  

The Leaves (The Journey, Transformation, Healing) 

 The leaves are represented and explained by Absolon (2011) as the research 

journey for the researcher. In this research initiative, I used the leaves to represent the 

historical context of the current educational system in Canada to better understand the 

school where the student participants attend.  This includes histories of colonization, 

racialization and educational shifts. Specifically, I chose to include descriptions of settler 

colonialism, assimilation policies, institutional racism, cultural revitalization, 

multiculturalism, and Indigenization in order to understand if culture is important to 

students in schools. These are discussed in the leaves section because they represent the 

adversities that exist in education and they impact the ongoing relationship between 

Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada. The relationship between 

Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada has been ongoing and 

complicated since the arrival of European peoples to North America. For example during 

the times of the fur trade and Treaties were times where these groups were in an engaged 

relationship (Ermine, 2007). The Nations involved had their own motivations for being 

involved and their interpretations of these events are different. There were also times 

where the relationship was disconnected such as when the fur trade declined or when 

Indigenous peoples were displaced onto reserves (Ermine, 2007). The relationship 

between these groups became more complicated with western invasion policies and 

colonial ideas being imposed on Indigenous peoples disrupting their way of life. 
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Represented as leaves, the following review unpacks the journey, transformation, and the 

challenging road to healing of this relationship.  

Settler Colonialism 

 Settler colonialism is a term used to describe outsiders who come to “new” lands 

for various reasons and situations that are already inhabited by Indigenous peoples and 

claim it as their own (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a). White settlers are the dominant class 

that represent colonization throughout the world with lasting impacts on the Indigenous 

peoples. Said (1993) states,  

Everything about human history is rooted in the earth, which has meant 

that we must think about habitation, but it has also meant that people 

have planned to have more territory and therefore must do something 

about its [I]ndigenous residents. At some very basic level, imperialism 

means thinking about, settling on, controlling land that you do not 

possess, that is distant, that is lived on and owned by others. (p.7) 

There are some settlers from the current generation who are beginning to acknowledge 

the truth about their ancestors’ approaches to settlement and their inherited benefits of 

the Treaty relationships. While working with some of my colleagues I am learning about 

their journeys of finding their ancestors’ truths while settling in Canada. It is sometimes 

uncomfortable to hear about the guilt that comes with learning of the benefits they have 

gained at the expense of Indigenous Peoples in Canada. There continues to be many 

settlers among the current generation of settlers who refuse to acknowledge this history 

and there are some settlers who are not even aware of it yet (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a). 

As a teacher, I have encountered this resistance from students and parents who become 
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upset when we talk about colonization and its impacts on the relationships of Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada and unfortunately all that a person needs to do to 

see these negative perspectives is to read comments from some settlers on social media 

news articles.  

 Settler colonialism continues in various forms, such as the Dakota Access 

Pipeline. The Dakota Pipeline (DAPL) is a United States pipeline project that will carry 

oil through Indigenous lands and unceded land where sacred burial grounds are located 

(“Dakota Access Pipeline,” 2016). Settler colonialism continues to be resisted by 

Indigenous peoples in various forms and in this specific example, it is the Standing Rock 

Sioux tribe and many supporters from many Nations (“Dakota Access Pipeline,” 2016). 

These demonstrations related to Indigenous understandings about the importance of 

place must be privileged by listening to the original users of these places. Unfortunately, 

Indigenous ways of knowing have either been dismissed or not valued when compared to 

western ideologies (Neeganagwedgin, 2011). For example, while listening to the 

experiences of Indigenous women with schooling during a study of Aboriginal 

Education in Canada, Neeganagwedgin states,  

Sokanon’s [participant in study] concern about Canada not being 

recognised as a ‘settler state’ or the denial of Canada as a ‘settler’ state 

is important, as it reinforces how Indigenous people and their cultures 

have been undermined and supplanted in the curriculum with lies or by 

distortions through both omission and commission. It should also be 

noted that her understanding of her First Nations culture was largely 
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derived from the information provided by her mother and not by the 

school. (p. 10) 

When the Treaties were originally signed one of the agreements between the sovereign 

Indigenous Nations and the Crown was the establishment of a school system built upon 

Indigenous peoples’ existing knowledge structures (Battiste, 1998). Instead, historical 

practices of racialization and policies of assimilation ensured colonialism would 

continue, having lasting impacts on students today.  

Institutional Racism 

 Historical practices of racialization oppressed Indigenous ways of knowing and 

being in the forms of the Indian Act, 1876 and the Indian Residential Schools system (St. 

Denis, 2007). Racialization is a process where a group is designated as a type of race 

(and treated differently as a result). The Indian Act is an overt example of the 

racialization of Indigenous peoples, which is still in existence today in Canada. The 1876 

Indian Act amalgamated the preceding policies from the 1830s Indian civilization 

program. The purpose of these laws was to control and assimilate Indigenous peoples 

(Leslie, 2002) and to get rid of their cultural identities, which includes languages 

(Neeganagwedgin, 2011). In 1894, another amendment to the Indian Act enacting 

aggressive policies aimed at the oppression and assimilation of Indigenous peoples 

occurred with the legalization of compulsory attendance at Indian Residential Schools 

for Indigenous children (Leslie, 2002). The intentions of the Indian Residential School 

legislation were clearly articulated by Deputy Superintendent General Duncan Campbell 

Scott during the creation of the 1920 amendments when he stated, “Our objective is to 

continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed into the 
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body politic and there is no Indian question, and no Indian Department, that is the object 

of this Bill” (as cited in Leslie, 2002, p. 24). Residential schools were modelled on the 

American system of boarding schools with the addition of providing Christianity to 

civilize and assimilate Indigenous peoples (Partridge, 2010). These schools were 

certainly not the type of education Indigenous families and communities envisioned for 

their children. Children were stolen from their families at an early age and parents were 

jailed when they resisted against the Indian Act policy. Children were given an 

identification number and they were forced to speak English exclusively and punished if 

they spoke their Indigenous language. In an online podcast interview with Deerchild 

(2015), Justice Murray Sinclair said, “[t]he schools were not about education’…‘The 

schools were about indoctrination.” In many cases, children were sent far away from 

their homes so that it would be difficult for their families to see them. There are also 

stories of children running away and sometimes dying along the way (Porter, 2016). The 

children were often physically, sexually, emotionally and spiritually abused for years. 

Church-based religions were forced on them and Indigenous teachings were inferior to 

western ways of life. For those who managed to survive these schools, many were forced 

to cope with the deep trauma inflicted upon them (Kelm, 1996). The legacy of 

Residential Schools is a dark one and the intergenerational consequences continue to be 

felt among this generation of Indigenous students (Whitbeck, Chen, Hoyt, & Adams, 

2004).  

 The Indian Act was amended in 1951 to reflect the United Nations’ Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and students were no longer legally mandated to attend 

Indian Residential Schools. However, despite the policy change many schools continued 
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to operate up until the closure of the last Residential School in 1996 and the shift to 

integrating Indigenous students into the Provincial school system began. These 

arrangements involved the allocation of funds to provincial schools for the tuition of 

Indigenous students who were living on reserve (Battiste, 2013). Indigenous peoples 

continued to resist contemporary assimilation policies by demanding public school 

consult with Indigenous communities from which the Indigenous students were 

members. In 1963, a large-scale survey aimed at investigating the socio-economic 

situation of the Indigenous population of Canada was developed by anthropologist Harry 

B. Hawthorn (commonly known as the Hawthorn Report) which was commissioned by 

the Federal government (Brant-Castellano, Davis, & Lahache, 2000). The results of the 

initiative were significant for recognizing Indigenous peoples as “citizens plus” and 

called on the Department of Indian Affairs to advocate more for Indigenous peoples 

(Leslie, 2002, p. 26). It acknowledged and raised public awareness that Indigenous 

parental and community involvement in the education of Indigenous students is critical 

for academic success and that communication between the school leadership and 

Indigenous communities needed to be drastically improved (Battiste, 2013). Although 

this provided justification for change, some of the problems were that there was a lack of 

funding and provincial school leadership did not have the capacity or understanding to 

teach about Indigenous histories, identity, and languages and it applied a deficit-based 

lens to view Indigenous students by urging “remedial” programs (p. 59). The Federal 

government responded to the issues raised in the Hawthorn Report with the 1969 

Statement of the Government of Canada on Indian Policy, also known as the White 

Paper. The White Paper disregarded the “citizens plus” designation set out by the 
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Hawthorne Report and called for the elimination of Indian Status altogether, a 

recommendation that was viewed as discriminatory and threatening the Indigenous 

peoples’ existence. Furthermore, it called for the elimination of the Department of Indian 

Affairs and proposed transferring all educational responsibilities to the provinces without 

consultation with Indigenous peoples. The White Paper was rejected by Indigenous 

leadership and this led to further assertion of Indigenous rights by Indigenous peoples in 

Canada (Battiste, 2013). 

 In 1972, the National Indian Brotherhood (now called the Assembly of First 

Nations) responded to the 1969 White Paper with a statement policy document called 

Indian Control of Indian Education (Ball & McIvor, 2013). The document was based on 

two education principles: (1) Indigenous parents must have the same decision making 

rights about the education of their children as other non-Indigenous parents do in Canada 

and (2) local control of education in Indigenous communities (Kirkness, 1999). The 

principles were implemented in 1973, which supported Indigenous peoples' right to 

educate their children in ways that reflect their communities’ ways of knowing and to 

recover from the forced assimilation policies enacted by the Indian Residential Schools 

(Battiste, 2013). New educational courses such as Native Studies and Indigenous 

languages were developed in some Indigenous communities but due to generations of 

trauma there were often not enough teachers and administrators from Indigenous 

backgrounds (Battiste, 2013). One example of a community educating their children in 

ways that reflect their communities is in 1974 when the Stó:lō people in British 

Columbia developed a local Native Studies curriculum to preserve Stó:lō culture, 

traditions, and language to be used in the provincial school system as many of the 
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children identified as Stó:lō (Archibald, 1995). Indigenous teacher recruitment programs 

were created in post-secondary institutions to help with the cultural revitalization 

activities in both elementary and secondary schools that aimed to encourage change in 

the education system (St. Denis, 2007). An example of a post-secondary institution with 

Native Studies and Indigenous languages programs is the First Nations University of 

Canada, formerly known as the Saskatchewan Indian Federated College that began 

offering programs in 1976 in Saskatchewan. 

Educational Shifts  

Since 1951, the numbers of Indigenous students attending public schools has 

drastically increased. Despite this upward trend, Indigenous students have not been 

graduating from high school or attending university at disproportionally alarming rates 

compared to their non-Indigenous counterparts and as such, closing the gap on 

graduation rates between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students has been identified as 

a priority for Federal and Provincial governments (Battiste, 2013). When looking at the 

issue through a critical lens, it is apparent that the focus has been on how Indigenous 

students can better fit into colonial models of education rather than how those education 

models can change to meet the unique needs of Indigenous students (Battiste, 1998). 

Ermine states, “[t]he conditions that Indigenous peoples find themselves in are a 

reflection of the governance and legal structures imposed by the dominant society” 

(2007, p.200). From a social justice perspective, a lack of school engagement from 

Indigenous students, their families, and their communities may represent active 

resistance against further colonization and a move towards reclaiming Indigenous self-

governance (Renfrey, 1992).  
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Cultural Revitalization 

 Cultural revitalization was a response to the 1972 Indian Control of Indian 

Education statement in schools (Ball & McIvor, 2013). St. Denis (2010) has worked with 

Indigenous teachers to explore their experiences with this topic and has found that 

cultural revitalization has ranged from Indigenous language programs, Indigenous 

cultural centres, and Indigenous-specific education programs. This shift away from 

colonial models and towards Indigenous education programs can be viewed as a positive 

response to address long lasting impacts of the Indian Residential schools; however, 

there are times when it can also be harmful. For example, educators and students have 

often faced judgement when they are unable to speak their languages, practice their 

dances or songs, and attend ceremony (St. Denis, 2007). She explains that, “[t]he irony 

of cultural revitalization is that it has both a positive and negative potential – it can create 

a positive sense of identity and common cause, but it also applauds some and discounts 

others” (p. 1079). Revitalizing Indigenous languages, songs, and arts are necessary to 

promote healing and restore cultural connectedness and holistic wellness among 

students, their families, and their communities (Snowshoe, Crooks, Tremblay, & Hinson, 

2016; Whitbeck, Chen, Hoyt, & Adams, 2004), but these approaches must be 

implemented in meaningful ways and that challenge and decolonize western approaches 

to education that tend to impede on Indigenous ways of knowing (St. Denis, 2007).  

Multiculturalism 

Multiculturalism was a political strategy initiated in 1971 by Prime Minister 

Trudeau and was encouraged again years later in 1988 by Prime Minister Mulroney (St. 

Denis, 2011). The strategy encouraged everyone to be viewed as equal in response to the 
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ongoing conflict regarding languages, cultural differences, and land claims (St. Denis). A 

critical lens recognizes that these strategic plans supported a division of groups of 

people, focused on celebrating “othered” groups through their dance, foods and cultures 

and it did not recognize independent rights or claims of certain groups like Indigenous 

peoples (St. Denis). Goodman and Gorski (2015) say, “multiculturalism without a social 

justice framework is dangerous because it creates the illusion that our practices address 

the oppressions of marginalized groups and hegemony is superficial” (p. 2). Society 

continues to celebrate multiculturalism through celebrations of nations from around the 

world at different annual events and these events are also found in schools. While these 

might be events to showcase pride and culture they also put groups of “othered” peoples 

on display and this is harmful. 

Multiculturalism is founded on the principle of cultural inclusion. The term 

inclusion is commonly used to describe the tendency of educators to accommodate the 

“other” students into a normative space without questioning societal norms that uphold 

power imbalances. Graham and Slee (2007) explain that “[w]hen we identify categories 

of children, whether we refer to children at risk or children with a disability or children 

whose first language is not English, we not only make difference visible but work to 

maintain power imbalances and structural inequity by reifying unnamed attributes that 

carry social, political, and cultural currency” (p.287). While the current education system 

in Canada claims to integrate Indigenous ways of knowing into teaching and classrooms, 

the core of the social injustice remains unseen and thus unquestioned or challenged, 

which serves to trivialize Indigenization attempts rendering them “alternative” ways of 

knowing with marginal value or relevance to normative learning processes (Goodman & 
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Gorski, 2015). When the source of the problem remains intact, “[t]he current structure 

helps preserve class structures and a ruling elite rather than sort out everyone according 

to their inherent capacities” (Battiste, 2013, p. 29). This way of thinking encourages 

everyone to get along and promotes the idea of equality over equity. 

Indigenization 

 The term Indigenization describes a process of “re-centering Indigenous 

epistemes, ontologies and methodologies” (Pete, 2015, p. 65). For Indigenization to be 

successful, efforts cannot be generalized and must be recognized as an ongoing process. 

According to Pete, the invisible center must be seen, challenged, and replaced by an 

ethical convergence of Indigenous and western ways of knowing. An example of 

Indigenization is when Pete describes the beliefs of the Aboriginal Advisory Circle 

established at the University of Regina of which they include “Indigenous knowledges, 

voices, critiques, scholars, students and materials as well as the establishment of physical 

and epistemic spaces that facilitate the ethical stewardship of a plurality of Indigenous 

knowledges and practices”  (p. 67). Indigenization, then, must reflect the local histories 

and social realities of Indigenous communities where the efforts are taking place. This is 

often viewed as an overwhelming task for the current educational system since the 

Indigenous students who attend public schools today come from extremely diverse 

communities. Battiste (2013) adds that, “[t]he key in designing meaningful education in 

Canada must begin with confronting the hidden standards of racism, colonialism, and 

cultural and linguistic imperialism in the modern curriculum and see the theoretical 

incoherence with a modern theory of society” (p. 29). For Indigenization of schools to 

truly occur, one must consider the unique ways of knowing and needs of Indigenous 
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communities across the province. The next section is a discussion of the journey of one 

school and its attempts at transformation in an urban setting where I work. I am telling 

the story of this place from my own personal critical and Indigenous perspectives as I 

have learned its history while working with others to create change during my eight 

years of working there.  

One School’s Journey 

I want to tell you my perspective of the history of the school where I currently 

work. The story that I share is based on information I have researched using a critical 

lens, but also comes from my own experiences as an educator in the school. The school 

where I currently work as an Indigenous Advocate Teacher was built in 1930 during the 

inter-war years. It was referred to as a Technical School and had a classist stigma. It 

reportedly offered vocational studies based on British citizenship education as well as 

extra-curricular activities throughout the day and evening which included a variety of 

athletics for students to remain active citizens (Osborne, 2000). During the late 1940s, 

the school changed its team name to a derogatory term that was reportedly intended to 

honour Indigenous peoples. A logo that depicted a First Nations man wearing a 

headdress was adopted and school spirit was arranged using Houses with names of 

Indigenous Nations including Cree, Blackfoot, Sioux and Saulteaux. Often non-

Indigenous people say these symbols and names were used to “honour” Indigenous 

people, yet many Indigenous students were still in the Indian Residential School system 

during the times these mascots were created. They are offensive nevertheless but I make 

this point because cultural appropriation (using elements of a culture by members of 

another culture) was occurring at a time when Indigenous peoples were displaced and it 
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continues today. The 1960s-1990s were a time of celebrating the derogatory name while 

more Indigenous students would begin to enter the building throughout these years. It is 

sad for me to look at historic yearbook photos of students dressed in mock regalia with 

paint on their faces, pretending to dance powwow at pep rallies, and cheering for the 

sports teams using an offensive name. Indigenous students likely suffered psychological 

harm watching these performances throughout the years. As a result of consultations 

with the school board, a traditional Indigenous Elders committee, and the high school 

community, the offensive logo was dropped in the early 2000s due to its racist 

connotations and with the help of supportive administration, teachers, and community 

members the derogatory name was fully removed in 2015.  

The official rejection of the historic school team name and logo was undoubtedly 

a positive course of action, although it is still not enough to combat spatialized 

oppression of Indigenous students. While some people might admire the building’s 

architectural beauty and history, it serves as a reminder of the residual impact of 

Residential School-related trauma for many Indigenous students, families, and 

community members who enter the building. Some impacts from Residential Schools 

include loss of language, loss of spiritual way of living, loss of teachings from Elders, 

family, community and the land and these impacts continue to be thought of by the 

current generation of First Nations youth (Whitbeck, Chen, Hoyt, & Adams, 2004). Such 

thoughts about cultural loss have been  associated with a wide range of negative 

emotional responses including: sadness, depression, anger, anxiety, nervousness, shame, 

loss of concentration, isolation or distance from other people, loss of sleep, rage, feeling 

uncomfortable around white people, feelings of re-living traumatic experiences, and 
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avoiding certain places or people (Whitbeck, Chen, Hoyt, & Adams, 2004). This 

research initiative seeks to explore the role of place and how it impacts students at this 

school.   

 At the time of the research initiative, an estimated one third of the total school 

population at this high school had formally self-declared as First Nations, Métis, and/or 

Inuit. Despite their large school demographical presence, I notice that some Indigenous 

students tend to physically segregate themselves from the non-Indigenous students based 

on places where they feel comfortable at school and they avoid places where they do not. 

My role as an Indigenous Advocate at the school allows me to have conversations with 

Indigenous students about their experiences at the school. Some students have shared 

stories of feeling uncomfortable in certain classes depending on their mental health or 

who is in the class, who is teaching the class and where the classroom is. Some of these 

students would rather sit in the hallway alone. Some Indigenous students have indicated 

that they feel more comfortable in the basement of the school because of the positive 

connections they had with teachers and friends who had classes there all day. As a 

teacher in the school I know that the class that students frequently referred to as a 

comfortable place for them was created by school administration because there were 

students who were identified as having irregular attendance. Other Indigenous students 

and families questioned why Indigenous students had to be in the basement. This trend 

was visible to others and deemed problematic by some of the school educators and 

administrators.  

In an attempt to address the lack of integration of Indigenous students with the 

rest of the school community, a professional development day, organized by two 
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teachers and a university professor, focussed on the geography of race. The day was 

structured to address how the school might work towards creating a more inclusive 

environment for culturally diverse students by recognizing and disrupting the spaces in 

the school that (often unintentionally) reinforce negative stereotypes. The session 

involved a spatial-mapping activity so that educators could document their perceptions 

of where different races of students are found to be in the school. Though each educator 

approached the activity with varying degrees of training in anti-oppressive education, a 

group consensus was reached on the following school characteristics: First Nations 

students were often found in the basement hallway; students in the English as an 

Additional Language (EAL) program were frequently located on the main hallway, 

which was known to non-EAL students as the “foreign hallway”; and certain places in 

the school were designated for different groups of students depending on the activity. For 

example, the Auditorium was a shared space Monday through Thursday when Choir was 

there but on Friday it was a First Nations space because that is when the Drum group 

gathered together. The geography of race activity unveiled the  perceptions and attitudes 

that cultural diversity needed to be shifted from segregation to inclusion, and made it 

widen how systemic racism can be perpetuated through the actual physical spaces of the 

school. The following year, the school administration initiated some changes to bolster 

an inclusive environment as a result of the geography of race activity. For example, the 

courses that were designated for students who learn English as an Additional Language 

were dispersed throughout the building as opposed to being placed in one section of the 

school. Since those changes were implemented, the segregation is not as visible; 

however, it still exists in largely “unseen” ways. While the changes to the school were 
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undoubtedly well-intentioned, the ultimate decision to relocate culturally diverse 

students rather than to interrogate the physical school structure as a possible instigator of 

systemic racism is a serious obstacle for the creation of a culturally responsive school 

environment. Practices of subjugation, racism, and sexism are spatial acts and 

researchers should consider effective ways of mapping them because “[w]hiteness 

operates as a spatialized and structured advantage” (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a, p. 37). 

The teachers and administrators mapped their perceptions of where race exists in the 

building and adjustments were made accordingly, but the impact of the exercise and who 

was benefitting by the changes remained unchallenged. 

 I was motivated by this experience to further explore whether efforts to 

decolonize the school where I currently work actually results in a meaningful shift in 

educational experiences for Indigenous students by ensuring cultures are represented in 

schools, or whether these changes merely “moved around” racism to invisible and 

undetectable places. Familiar with the frequency of such practices, Goodman and Gorski 

(2015) contend that: 

[e]vidence of this tendency to colonize, despite believing that we’re 

decolonizing, is apparent in the very language used to describe the most 

popular frameworks for acknowledging and responding to difference... 

the adoption of multiculturalism as it is often operationalized in 

counselling and psychology disciplines reflects more an illusion of 

movement than an actual movement towards social justice. (p. 3) 

From this critical race perspective, a multicultural framework allows “culturally 

competent” educators to avoid difficult and often uncomfortable questions about 
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institutional power and hegemony (Goodman & Gorski, 2015). By failing to recognize 

these underlying forces in the school setting, educators are, by default, protecting and 

upholding the systemic oppression of Indigenous students in contemporary colonial 

ways. Using Indigenous ways of knowing, I acknowledge that I am seeking to learn from 

student participants by engaging in mutual respectful discussions about place.  

 As the Indigenous Advocate at the school where I work, I am aware of our 

statistical data that shows our school had over 600 diverse students, one-third of whom 

self-declared as First Nations, Metis and/or Inuit at the time of the research initiative. My 

research initiative involved 48 diverse students (16 years and older) that were registered 

in Native Studies 20 and 30 courses taught by the same teacher. I decided not to collect 

data about participants’ cultural background because although I wanted to know if 

culture in school matters to Indigenous students, I did not want to racialize the students. I 

decided that it was not up to me to decide who felt connected to Indigenous cultures and 

since the students were in Native Studies courses, they already showed some level of 

commitment and knowledge about Indigenous perspectives and worldviews simply by 

enrolling in the course. When I asked my mother how I could explain the process of 

supporting Indigenous students by engaging in these discussions, she stated, “wīcitā”. To 

refer to more than one discussion, then, would be captured using the plural form, 

wīcihānānik (L. Neetz, personal communication, January 2016). The methods used to 

have these discussions with the students are represented in the petals in the next section. 

The Petals (Methods) 

Elements of the Four Directions 

 Absolon (2011) arranges the methods of searching as petals and surrounding 
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these petals are the Elements of the Four Directions which are named Spirit, heart, mind, 

and body (see Figure 2). The Elements of the Four Directions are interconnected and 

many of the petals fall under all four of the directions.  Absolon states, “[t]hey are not 

mutually exclusive of one another, and overlapping concepts occur. The overlaps simply 

reflect the wholistic, inclusive, relational and interdependent nature of methodologies” 

(p. 120). Using Absolon’s shared teachings, the following passages explain how I was 

able to connect to these elements with a further discussion of each of the petals that fall 

within these elements to follow. 

 Spirit. The elements of Spirit were present throughout the research initiative in a 

variety of ways. To begin the research in a “good way” (Wilson, 2008), Tobacco was 

offered to the Indigenous Advisory Committee who included the high school’s Elders in 

Residence because they were supporting my research initiative by offering their 

guidance, knowledge, and support by coming in to talk with the student participants. 

Kovach (2009) emphasizes that “[t]here are levels of cultural involvement within 

research. Some customs are shared openly, others privately. This needs to be respected” 

(p. 116). In Indigenous methodologies, researchers bring ceremony into research for 

respect and protection (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012; Wilson, 2008). One example of such 

ceremonial protocol is offering Tobacco to our Elders for spiritual support and guidance 

(Kovach, 2009). This is not a simple action to be completed on a checklist as the 

Tobacco has a Spirit and is alive. The offering is a process that the Elder continues to use  

in a good way through continued ceremony (Kovach, 2009). Communities and the 

peoples within them are diverse and so learning proper protocols are important for 

researchers to understand. Kovach affirms that there are a number of methods to engage 
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Figure 2. Petals and the Elements of Four Directions 
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with the Spirit World for research purposes and there is no specific list for researchers to 

use. Rather, it is about Spirit and connecting with our Ancestors through our research 

process. 

 I have been open to any spiritual insights that would come during this research 

process, and through Wilson’s (2008) work I consider each step of the research process 

as ceremony in its own right. According to Wilson, the relationships built with the 

student participants, Elders, Knowledge Keepers, the Indigenous Advisory Committee 

and Ancestors and the information gathered from these sources of knowledge all stem 

from the process of ceremony. Food was offered to student participants as a way of 

sharing and building upon the relationship with them (Salmon, 2012) and gifts were 

given to the Indigenous Advisory Committee and community members. These offerings 

represent the Spirit as they are physical representations of the relationship between the 

people involved. They included prayers and protocols and established respectful 

relationships (Wilson, 2008). Traditional Medicines including Sage, Cedar and 

Sweetgrass were used as I smudged myself in preparation for the project but also as a 

regular teaching of giving thanks and cleansing. Sage was also used at the school for 

student participants to smudge if they wanted and it was also used to cleanse the iPads 

we were using to collect our photos. A Cedar tree that is in one of the courtyards was 

acknowledged in a research conversation and is now a place to keep our medicines when 

we need to put them outside. All of these actions are spiritual and cultural teachings. 

They involve reciprocity and keep a balance with Elders, student participants, the people 

before us, and the people who are yet to come (Wilson, 2008). Many of my reflections of 

this process are spiritual as well because it comes from my Spirit and memory of the 



wāpikwanīn  38 

 

 

work we all did together. It is difficult for me to share the spiritual experiences shared 

throughout this process, as they are personal, purposeful and meaningful to me in a way 

that cannot be articulated in words, but can only be communicated spiritually (Absolon, 

2011). 

 Heart. The heart connection to my research initiative is from my life experiences 

as an Indigenous person in and outside of school. I bring good intentions as I consider 

past and future students and how their experiences influence what I am doing and where 

I am going; they influence my purpose. I also bring good intentions of wanting to change 

the education system and with these small steps I want my mom to see what has 

changed. For example, she attends Saulteaux and Cree language nights that a friend and I 

host at various times throughout the year with the Knowledge Keepers that guide us. In 

this research I also created a positive research setting, which is a critical part of 

Indigenous research (Wilson, 2008). Some ways that the research settings were positive 

was by taking the time to know my community. As a teacher in the school for eight years 

and five of these years spent as an Indigenous Advocate teacher, I have become part of 

the school community. However, there were still students that did not know me, so I 

would make a conscious effort to get to know these students by stopping by to say 

“hello” or share something that was going on in my day. Colorado (1988) emphasizes 

the importance of guidelines for preparing to enter an interview relationship with people 

and these include the following key elements: “prepare well, care about the people, visit 

and take time, choose a good location, nurture good feelings, relax and build trust, listen 

and watch, and bring our knowledge and mind with you” (as cited in Absolon, 2011, 

p.125). With each day in my role, I was welcomed with more students having a chance 
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to know who I am and what I may have to offer. These pre-existing relationships were 

vital to the research because personal and reciprocal relationships are central to 

Indigenous research processes (Absolon, 2011). To honour these relationships, I brought 

in food and shared with one another before data collection began. Time and space was 

made for student participants and researchers to cleanse themselves and the environment 

with a smudge. One of the Elders in Residence who was also a member of the 

Indigenous Advisory Committee was brought in to talk with the students and encouraged 

them to engage in the process with an open mind and heart and emphasized the 

importance of caring for each other and all of our non-human relatives. Cultural 

experiences in the school were shared through conversation settings while seated in a 

circle. The setting was informal and relaxed, and visiting was encouraged to make the 

data collection process feel comfortable and safe for all participants.  

 Mind. Throughout the research process, it has been an honour to read and cite 

incredible works written by Indigenous scholars. As an Indigenous graduate student, it is 

inspiring to read an article or book by Absolon (2011), Kovach (2009), and St. Denis 

(2007), and to be able to connect to them on such a personal level. I appreciate that they 

have shared their experiences so that future Indigenous researchers can relate to what 

they have gone through and to know that we can move forward in a strong way. It has 

been my aim to “assert Indigenous knowledge” (Absolon, 2011, p.130) throughout my 

studies so that all of our voices are heard and “to grow and develop and articulate 

Indigenous theories and methodologies” (p. 130). I consider these authors as my teachers 

and I use their voices as a resource to support me in my actions to resist colonial 

standards. To acknowledge them here shows that this knowledge is brought to me from 
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others, and although I have knowledge and life experiences to share, I am a learner with 

strong teachers to guide me along the way. I also have the support of memories of people 

who have passed and of events I have experienced. These memories are brought into 

how I do my research and how I approach people to help me. My late father-in-law was 

instrumental in my Anihšināpēk teachings. I often went to him for guidance when I 

wanted to know our protocols and I bring these teachings into how I make decisions in 

this research process. I acknowledge that these protocols and teachings come from 

grandparents long ago and I continue to honour the teachings given to me and respect 

that others may have different teachings from what I have come to know. I have come to 

know that Indigenous knowledge is strong and rigorous, but I am still learning how to 

present this to the academy. I often feel the pressure of having to prove that my work is 

rigorous, and then I am reminded that I do not need to do this but I still must be prepared 

to defend it. I am thankful for the Indigenous scholars who have already fought these 

battles but I realize that I too must speak up and resist.  

 Body. The element of body means to do or create; it is the physical element that 

could include activities like walking, running, dancing, painting, beading, singing, or 

listening. In the current research initiative, I knew that I wanted to include a creative 

element for the student participants to share their stories with me. As an educator, I try to 

find ways for my students to show me what they know in creative and personal ways so 

that I can evaluate the right time for us to move forward. As a young person, I avoided 

art classes because I did not feel like it was a strength of mine, yet, I continue to 

encourage my students to embrace arts-based projects. As I will discuss later in this 

manuscript, I have included modified photovoice (Wang & Burris, 1997) as a method of 
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data collection to provide an opportunity for the students to create images as a medium 

for communicating cultural meanings and as an opportunity to get out of the classroom 

setting and explore their school surroundings in a different light. While they were asked 

to try to explain what their photos meant to me in words, modified photovoice is not 

contingent on language to communicate meaning. It also empowered participants by 

providing them with a chance for them to communicate meaning visually and/or 

verbally, depending on what they prefer.  

Other physical elements in this research initiative included smudging, circle 

conversations and placing photos onto hand drawn maps (as described below). Student 

participants were also able to use technology that is relevant and useful to take photos 

and communicate their meanings. As I listened and typed out transcripts of the circle 

conversations, I used my physical senses to make meaning of the stories and experiences 

they shared with me. As I reflect upon my understandings, procedures, experiences and 

new learnings from my research, I can see how these four elements wrap around and 

within the methods used in this research initiative. The following section describes the 

diverse petals of the flower framework that includes Indigenous research methods and 

how they were used in the research initiative. 

Indigenous Research Methods 

 The petals represent diverse Indigenous methods that flow from Indigenous 

methodologies. I have included a section to discuss Indigenous research methods as a 

petal; however, the ways in which I have used Indigenous research methodologies has 

been woven throughout this manuscript. Absolon (2011) states: 
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Indigenous methodologies are alive; they aren’t set forth in a research 

textbook. Indigenous methodologies are much more wholistic and all 

encompassing than I originally thought. Methodology is within every 

process of our search. Just by being Cree, Anishnaabe, Mohawk, Sto:lo 

or whatever nation – to some degree we are Indigenizing our 

methodologies. Our very presence in our journey enacts an Indigenous 

methodology. Our gestures, ways of thinking, being and doing enact an 

Indigenous methodology. (p.118) 

I was encouraged, motivated and trust the work that I was doing with student 

participants, Elders and community members. The knowledge that I brought comes from 

the mind, body, heart and Spirit, and comes from life experiences (Absolon, 2011). I 

chose methods that fit my beliefs and perspectives. I knew that I wanted to incorporate 

creative and interactive methods that did not heavily rely on writing and my hope was 

that the methods would enable participants to share what they see visually. I wanted to 

bring in smudging and when I realized the challenges that were presented in doing this I 

asked for help so that a policy could support our efforts. I knew that I did not want to 

have formal interviews, but instead relaxed, comfortable conversations with student 

participants because I like to laugh and share perspectives with others. The methods I 

used are connected to my life priorities and perspectives. I shared earlier in the 

manuscript that my purpose in doing this research with students in a high school was to 

acknowledge past experiences but also to move forward and make school better for 

people in the future. Absolon says, “Indigenous Knowledge occupies itself with the past, 

present, and future. The past guides our present, and in our present we must consider the 



wāpikwanīn  43 

 

 

generations to come” (Absolon, p. 31). This reminds me of who I am accountable to and 

the work that needs to be done. Wilson (2008) describes an Indigenous paradigm as 

made up of ontology (nature of existence, reality), epistemology (how we come to 

know), methodology (how knowledge is gained, the science of finding out) and axiology 

(ethics/morals that guide our search for knowledge). He uses a circle image to show how 

they are not separate and how any change will affect the others (pp.69-70). In my 

research initiative, the diversity of Indigenous methods yielded meaningful and relevant 

data from formed relationships with student participants and I was willing to be open to 

listening and understanding where student participants are coming from (Wilson). It was 

important to me that the data from the methods used in the research initiative is relevant 

to the student participants because it is their perspectives that matter in knowing if 

having access to culture in school matters for their well-being in the school.  

Community Protocols and Relationships 

The Tri-Council Policy Statement’s (2010) Ethical Conduct for Research 

Involving Humans, specifically Chapter 9 that focuses on ethical research with First 

Nations, Métis and Inuit peoples, served as the guiding principles for all research 

processes and procedures in the current research initiative. The researcher sought 

continual approval and support of the research project with the Indigenous Advisory 

Committee who included three of the Elders in Residence at the high school of interest. 

Separate meetings occurred with the Indigenous Advisory Committee members to 

describe the purpose for the research, procedures, and benefits to the community of 

student participants who would be participating. The Indigenous Advisory Committee 

oversaw and approved all research processes and was asked to provide ongoing guidance 
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for the research process regarding cultural specific protocols, data collection methods, 

data analysis, and knowledge translation activities. The researcher has continued to meet 

with the Indigenous Advisory Committee members on research progress regularly or as 

requested.  

 The University of Regina Research Ethics Board and the Regina Public School 

Board’s School-Based Ethics Committee (see Appendix A) approved all research 

procedures involved in the current study. Forty-eight student participants (ages 16 or 

older) who were enrolled in a Native Studies 20 course or one of the two sections of 

Native Studies 30 were invited to participate in the research. Due to the emancipatory, 

strengths-based, and low risk nature of the current research initiative, coupled with the 

fact that all participants were at an age to consent autonomously, researchers were not 

required to obtain parental consent. However, an information letter for parents/guardians 

was sent home so that parents/guardians could be aware of the research initiative and 

contact information was provided if they had any questions or concerns (see Appendix 

B). This transparency was one way to help Indigenous families and communities heal 

and repair their trust from the wrong-doings of historical research with Indigenous 

peoples (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012; Walter & Andersen, 2013). Through students’ 

participation in my research initiative, it is my hope that their voices will be heard and 

empowered and the potential implications could allow for structural and/or design 

elements to the school that better reflect Indigenous cultures and meet the educational 

needs of student participants. The methods used to collect this data are compatible with 

Indigenous methodologies because the methods are relational (Wilson, 2008). Modified 

photovoice, story and conversation, mental mapping, and a sharing circle were used to 
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identify the experiences of student participants and their connections to cultural places at 

their school. These will be explained further in the sections to follow. 

 Data collection occurred during semester two with students who would be taking 

a Native Studies 20 or Native Studies 30 course at the designated school. Before my 

research initiative began I met with the Indigenous Advisory Committee where I 

presented them with Tobacco and discussed appropriate preparations. The class was 

prepared for the upcoming project and letters advising their parents were given along 

with smudge forms to advise parents of new procedures of smudging that could now take 

place inside the building. Using a recruitment script (see Appendix C) student 

participants were provided with the opportunity to participate in the research initiative 

and they were provided with informed consent forms (see Appendix D). The following 

data collection methods included modified photovoice (Castleden & Garvin, 2008) and 

the conversation method (Kovach, 2009).  

 Modified Photovoice. Photovoice is an emancipatory approach to data collection 

that requires participants to take photos to visually express experiences that are often 

difficult to articulate (Lavallee, 2009). Using this method provides an opportunity for 

participants to question socio-historical situations and it is empowering because the 

participants can provide researchers with visual representations that allow them to tell 

their stories with integrity (Ingrey, 2013).These photos are often accompanied by 

participants’ stories and they are usually shared with people in a position of power 

(Lavallee, 2009). The three main goals of photovoice are (1) to provide opportunities for 

people to show their community's strengths and concerns, (2) to promote critical 

dialogue and share knowledge about important issues using large and small group 
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discussion of photographs, and (3) to reach policymakers (Wang & Burris, 1997). This 

aligns with Indigenous ways of knowing because it allows participants to express 

themselves using a number of different visual and/or oral mediums and captures mind, 

body, heart, and spirit understandings (Castleden & Garvin, 2008). The original stages of 

photovoice based on Wang and Burris (1997) include a recruitment and training 

workshop, photo assignment, group selection of the best photos, group contextualizing of 

the photos through stories, group coding of the issues, themes and theories, then the last 

stage is reaching others to create change (Castleden & Garvin, 2008). The authors’ state 

photovoice can be modified in order to meet the needs of diverse communities and 

provide an example of a research study with the Huu-ay-aht First Nation. Modified 

photovoice met the needs of their community by implementing continuous recruitment 

and training for six months, photo assignment, individual contextualization of photos 

through stories, individual selection of best photos, individual coding of issues, themes, 

and theories, a community potluck and poster release while also including an ongoing 

participatory analysis of the data and photovoice process each month for six months 

(Castleden & Garvin, 2008). In the current research initiative, the use of a modified 

photovoice method with high school students shifted the power away from the researcher 

towards the participants to identify meaningful data and direct its interpretation.  

 A modified version of photovoice was used because of the different procedures 

used including the use of iPads and Padlet, the smudging of devices, a graffiti style 

activity, and ongoing community engagement. Before the project could begin, the 

devices were smudged on the advice of one of the Elders from the Indigenous Advisory 

Committee so that they could be clean for each user. By smudging these devices, any 
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feelings from a previous user would be removed with the help of Sage. I chose to use 

iPads over the school cameras because the iPads are devices the student participants 

would be more familiar using and would be able to connect better with the technology of 

iPads. This way there was not any training involved to use the iPads because the student 

participants were already familiar with these devices. The next step was for the students 

to participate in a warm up activity about the topic of culture since many of the students 

have different understandings of what culture is. The students participated in a graffiti 

style activity where in four groups they took one minute at each station to write about 

what culture looks like, feels like, tastes like and sounds like and by the end of the 

discussion we all had a good idea of what cultures might look, sound, taste and feel like 

to everyone. The student participants were provided with consent forms for the use of 

their photos (see Appendix E). We reminded students of safety when taking pictures and 

of protocols in taking pictures of sacred items (see Appendix F). I informed the 

participants that I had a conversation with the Elder in Residence who was also a 

member of the Indigenous Advisory Committee prior to the research and I was told we 

do not  have any of those items in our school that would be prohibited from taking 

photos. I also reminded them that there should not be any photos of other people to 

respect their confidentiality. A prompt was written on chart paper for students that said, 

“Take pictures of places where you see your culture represented inside or outside of the 

school.” This came from a list of prewritten prompts (see Appendix G) I created when 

planning the initiative. Student participants were then released to the school to take up to 

10 photos knowing they would then only be able to choose two to three photos for the 

purpose of the research initiative. I believe this was the best part of the project as this 
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provided them an opportunity to explore and express themselves with technology to 

which they can relate. Student participants had 30-40 minutes to take pictures. Some of 

the student participants used the entire time while others returned quickly and were eager 

to share their photos with the group. Each student returned their iPad that they signed out 

while selecting 1 to 2 of their top photos. Student participants subsequently used 

AirDrop to transfer their photos to a password protected digital file so that the iPad could 

be clear for the next person in the next class to use. There was enough time between each 

group to complete the air dropping and smudge the iPad for the next user. This process 

was conducted for all three groups in the same day.  

The student participants were then introduced to a computer program called 

Padlet. Padlet is software people use to make and share content with others like a 

document or a website (https://padlet.com/). It functions like an online bulletin board. I 

chose to work with Padlet because it is easy to use for all ages, is collaborative and 

engaging, can be used on any device and most importantly for this research project, it is 

private and secure. Data is transferred via SSL, there is regular security and vulnerability 

testing and pages are encrypted (https://padlet.com/).One Padlet page was set up per 

class so that student participants in a class could log in separately and anonymously to 

upload their photo(s). When the photo is uploaded the user can edit their own photo with 

words and titles and they can see other classmates’ photos but cannot edit photos that are 

not their own. The student participants were given prompts (see Appendix H) to share 

meaningful information about their chosen photo(s). 

 On day four, participant photos for each class were printed on paper and laid out 

on a table. Three large blueprint maps of the school (one for each floor of the three-
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storey building) were displayed on the white board. The main landmarks such as 

classroom numbers, offices, gymnasium, and the outside garden areas were labelled 

accordingly. Participant chairs were arranged in circle format to facilitate a collective 

discussion about their photos as they were placed on the school blueprint map.  

 Mental Mapping. Mental mapping is a method used to collect data to further 

identify connections to places, time spent in places, understandings of places, and 

practices in places (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a). Mental mapping may be “hand sketched 

and/or computer-assisted, in drafting and labeling a map or adding to and labeling an 

already existing map” (Gieseking, 2013, p.3). They are often used with verbal methods 

such as interviews or focus groups (Gieseking, 2013). In this case, mental mapping was 

combined with the conversation method to render the context and meaning behind each 

of participants’ photos. I reviewed the main landmarks on the map and allowed time for 

the group to identify any places that were not on the map, such as the gender neutral 

bathrooms that were added during the school year. Some student participants did not 

even realize they existed so labelling them on the map validated their existence and 

importance. It was clear that some places named on the map were outdated or not used in 

daily school conversations because some student participants did not recall the names. I 

explained some of the areas are named after previous staff members that no longer work 

there and student participants suggested updating these places with more familiar names 

such as “the Tipi place.” After the mental mapping introduction, student participants 

found their respective photos and placed them on the map. This approach used a 

strengths-based, Indigenous student perspective to understand their relationships with 

places in their school by allowing student participants to spatially connect their data from 
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the modified photovoice to the physical spaces of their high school of interest. Using 

these methods ensured that interpretation of the data was accurate and added to the depth 

of understanding the meaning of place for participants (Akesson, 2015).  

 Conversation Method. The conversation method is an approach to gather 

knowledge built on Indigenous tradition (Kovach, 2010). It uses “open-ended, semi-

structured interview questions to prompt conversation for participants and researchers to 

co-create knowledge” (p. 44). For the conversation method to qualify as an Indigenous 

methodology, Kovach (2010) insists that there must be a symbiotic relationship between 

the Indigenous epistemology, method, and interpretation. These characteristics include 

the following: “a) it is linked to a particular tribal epistemology (or knowledge) and 

situated within an Indigenous paradigm; b) it is relational; c) it is purposeful (most often 

involving a decolonizing aim); d) it involves particular protocol as determined by the 

epistemology and/or place; e) it involves an informality and flexibility; f) it is 

collaborative and dialogic; and g) it is reflexive” (p.43). In this research initiative, the 

conversation method was based on Anihšināpēk and Nēhiyawē teachings that honour 

everyone in the group. Members of the Indigenous Advisory Committee were offered 

Tobacco to pray for the student participants and research initiative prior to the activities. 

This step follows the cultural protocol of Treaty 4 territory. Teachings of respect for 

others who are speaking and principles of humility, listening and obedience were 

included so that everyone could feel safe to say what they needed to say. This method 

was relational as we gathered in a circle format and our relationships with one another 

grew each day that we were working together. The conversation method was purposeful 

because it offered opportunities to gather student participants’ connections to place and 
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as a group we could share stories and knowledge of meaningful places. The photos and 

map were used to help guide the conversation with the student participants. As the 

facilitator, I used open-ended prompts that provided space for students to talk about what 

the photos meant to them such as, “Tell me what this means to you” (see Appendix I for 

additional prompts).These collaborative connections were in a flexible space and it 

offered more time and space for student participants to reflect on their photos and their 

experiences in the school.   

I informed and reminded the student participants that the three recorders would 

be used for the conversational method discussion, and that the recorders would be turned 

off for anyone who did not consent to being recorded for research purposes, but would 

like to contribute to the conversation. Sometimes it was difficult for student participants 

to share their photo and where on the map the photo was taken, but with some assistance 

from peers, rich conversations about the meaning of cultural places in their school were 

captured and the audio-recording later transcribed. There was one instance where the 

audio-recorder did not effectively capture a participant conversation.. I recall feeling 

disappointed that valuable stories were not recorded for research use but while reflecting 

on the conversation, I have come to the understanding that these stories may not have 

been meant to be recorded, as they were about ceremony in the school Tipi. Instead, I 

consider this to be a powerful example of the role of Spirit in my research process.  

 Sharing Circle. On the last day, student participants gathered one more time and 

I thanked these three groups for their help and their stories. It was important to hold a 

Sharing Circle to close the data collection week in a good way. A Sharing Circle is an 

Indigenous approach where participants sit in a circle that has shared rules and 



wāpikwanīn  52 

 

 

expectations that are decided upon within the group and led by a traditional Indigenous 

Elder or group leader. Sharing Circles are sacred, healing, emotional and spiritual spaces 

that capture experiences of participants in a non-judgmental and supportive way, and 

include values and principles of honour, respect, and listening with the mind, body, 

Spirit and heart. Participants’ experiences are typically shared verbally with use of a rock 

or talking stick to help bring the elements together (Lavallee, 2009). In this research 

initiative, it debriefed the experiences of student participants and honoured their 

knowledge (Kovach, 2010; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). The morning Sharing Circle groups 

wanted to have the closing circle in the Tipi so we went out there to share what we 

learned in the research. The circle created space for the student participants to express 

their feelings of the week. They communicated a sense of happiness to be a part of it and 

many shared gratefulness for new understandings. Using a debriefing script (see 

Appendix J), I let them know they can ask me at any time about the research process and 

that I would update them on findings as I work through the research. The Indigenous 

Advisory Committee members were not available on site during the Sharing Circle but 

they have been at the school since that time and have checked in with the groups.  

 Ceremony. It is my Anihšināpēk teachings that inform my daily life and one of 

these teachings is that we should not ask for things but instead we give thanks for life 

around us. I have wondered how to write about ceremony within the manuscript without 

going against my teachings. I consider these events private and I do not want it to be 

something I do on a checklist (Kovach, 2009). The ways in which ceremony has been 

involved in this research initiative is woven throughout the manuscript. It was found 

during times of preparation for the research and it was available during the research 
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activities. Ceremony is a way of life and as I consulted with my family and teachers, I 

am comfortable with the ways that I involved ceremony within this research and in the 

ways in which I have decided to keep them private (L.Cote, personal communication, 

July 12, 2018). I have continuously consulted with the student participants, the 

community I work with and the Elders and Spirits who guide me. Kovach (2006) says: 

Indigenous people get information from many sources including 

spiritual places. Because of the interconnection between all entities, the 

process by which this information is sought ought not to be extractive, 

but rather it is ought to be a reciprocal relationship of some manner to 

ensure an ecological and cosmological balance. (p. 69)  

Smudging is a part of my life and this has helped me throughout the research process. 

Smudging with student participants was  a priority before the data collection process 

occurred and then became a component of the data collection and data analysis with 

student participants, as it was accessed and acknowledged by the student participants. 

Tobacco was offered to the Indigenous Advisory Committee, Knowledge Keepers who 

are a part of my life for guidance, and it was used as an offering of thanks to the Spirit 

World. Food was used as an offering to student participants where we gathered before 

the data collection occurred and it was also used as an offering of thanks for messages I 

received along the way. These are the ones who let me know that I am on the right track.  

ošipikināwi (It’s Blooming) 

 Making meaning through data analysis and interpretation of stories and 

experiences of research participants is ongoing. It includes researchers and participants 

sharing, listening and coming to understanding what has been shared throughout the 
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research process (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a). It continues long after data collection is 

complete by making sense of, organizing, presenting, and producing new information. 

Tuck and McKenzie state, “[t]he specifics of what analysis can look like in relation to 

particular data collection method ought to be determined in alignment with a study’s 

methodological underpinnings” (p. 123). With Indigenous methodologies, analysis is 

relational, meaning that there are relationships that are interconnected throughout the 

research process and beyond. The interconnected relationships in this research initiative 

have included activating the physical and spiritual worlds of smudging with Sage, 

traditional protocols offering Tobacco, and the coming together of student participants, 

adults, and Elders in a sharing space. Wilson (2008) says Indigenous researchers 

interpret information through non-linear ways of knowing and include cyclical, relational 

processes instead that involves lifelong learning that leads to intuitive logic and it is 

highly interpretive. He provides an example of when Elders provide guidance on life 

challenges or questions, they are not necessarily giving us answers but their stories will 

often trigger memories and experiences that the listener remembers. The underlying 

meaning of a traditional teaching may not come to the listener instantly, and individual 

meanings can be quite variable. Instead, the listener may walk away with a different 

perspective of the initial problem and they may leave with more to think about (Wilson, 

2008). This cyclical and continuous learning and understanding has existed in the current 

research initiative in many ways. This was particularly evident when the research 

question was posed, based on my experiences as an Indigenous student attending 

elementary and high schools while looking for opportunities to connect to my culture. 

Later, as an educator, I bring these experiences into my perspective on education for the 
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current generation of Indigenous students, and question what it means to Indigenous 

students to have culture represented in their schools. In the current research initiative, 

student participants have co-created new understandings about this question by using 

photos, conversations about the photos and school maps to show where these cultural 

places exist.  

The Meaning-Making Process 

 Meaning making is more than just a simple analysis of themes; it is exploring 

how the themes are related to create a larger understanding of the research that is being 

conducted (Kovach, 2009). Kovach provides an example where she listens to a story of a 

research process from an Indigenous scholar named Laara Fitznor who is Cree from 

Northern Alberta. After Laara describes her process, Kovach reflects that there are four 

elements in meaning making that are interconnected. These processes include 

observation, sensory experience, contextual knowledge (cultural knowledge) and 

recognition of patterns. This is not a step by step guide, but a process that involves 

working with the community and always going back to ensure the meaning is valid 

(Kovach, 2009; Wilson, 2008). Since these elements are interconnected, it is a challenge 

to try to fit my process into a linear outline. Just like the Elements of the Four Directions 

under the petals section, I have outlined the data analysis processes in a similar way (see 

Figure 3). The four processes discussed by Kovach are described next followed by 

descriptions of the four waves of data analysis. 

  Observation. Observations between student participants and their cultures in the 

school setting occurred throughout the entire process and even prior to the 

commencement of the research, as it was these real-life observations that formed the  
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Figure 3. Four waves of analysis that include four wrap around processes  
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reason I started the research in the first place and chose the topic and methods I did. I 

have been observing people, places, systems, and these intersections in my own life all 

along. While hearing the stories and viewing the photos of the student participants, I was 

carefully observing. The act of observing reminds me of my children’s teachers’ 

concerns of the reticence my children often displayed in school as they would often 

observe other children participating in activities before they would play or engage with 

the activity.  I am happy to slow down to take in all the information from my 

surroundings and interact with them as they are occurring. Growing up I became quite 

aware that there were not content, visuals, languages or items that I could connect to 

personally and culturally, even when I was looking for them specifically. As an educator 

I purposely provide opportunities, activities and places to have cultural experiences and I 

noticed some of my colleagues were doing this as well. This collective shift in intention 

was exciting to see and experience but I wanted to know if it mattered to the students 

like it would have mattered for me when I was a high school student. This study 

provided time and space to ask these questions and to see place activated by the student 

participants during the research process. While the student participants were involved in 

the research initiative, I could see their movement around the school and actively 

observe and participate in conversations about their photos. This will be further 

explained during wave one of the analysis process. 

 Sensory Experience. Using my senses throughout the process is necessary for 

making meaning of stories and photos, but it is deeper than passively taking in various 

types of sensory information. Wilson (2008) says, “As I was listening I was learning and 

as I was learning I was sharing” (p. 131). From an Indigenous perspective, listening with 
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all my heart and ensuring the participants’ voices are heard by others the best way that I 

can. Listening with heart means that, “[o]ften the researchers themselves are inspired by 

the people with whom they are searching and from whom they are learning. Enacting re-

search with a good heart is one pathway to minobimaadiziwin, the good life” (Absolon, 

2011, p.129). As well, Wilson states, 

Interviewing or questioning in Indigenous research cannot really take 

place without this level of deep listening that leads to meaningful 

exchanges. It’s a matter of forming a relationship that goes beyond the  

informant-researcher duality to becoming co-learners. And you have to 

be able to still your own thoughts for a moment to really understand 

where the other person or thing is coming from, to be able to put ideas 

into their context. (pp.113-14) 

Through conversations with student participants, coupled with the ability to see their 

visual representations of the meaningful places that they are referring to, deepens my 

understanding of this work. Scent impacted my understanding with opportunities to 

smudge each morning. Throughout the week, I offered snacks to the student participants 

before the data collection process began each day. Food is always a part of cultural 

gatherings for Indigenous peoples and thus it was incorporated into this research 

experience as well. Similarly, the scent of smudging with the student participants and 

smudging the data collection devices to ensure they are spiritually clean created an 

environment of safety and support. The sense of touch activated play and made the 

research eventful as the student participants used iPads to take photos throughout the 

school (Kullman, 2012). Student participants were also able to hold their photos once   
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they were printed and placed them on a visual map of the school that was posted on the 

walls. They were able to touch the Traditional Medicines for cleansing purposes which 

was an important element of the research process.  

 The data collection process was improved by providing cultural supports like 

smudging available to student participants and this then allowed opportunities for 

discussion of student participants’ experiences with having access to culture supports. 

The four elements of meaning-making overlap and this process will be further explained 

during waves one and two of the data analysis section. I refer to these waves as 

preliminary and holistic coding. 

 Contextual Knowledge. Contextual knowledge includes cultural ways of 

knowing (Kovach, 2009). Prior to and throughout the research process, I met with the 

Indigenous Advisory Committee to ensure that I followed proper protocols and to obtain 

their guidance for the work. I also brought in my teachings that I follow from my family 

and Anihšināpēk community and did my best to keep with the seven sacred teachings 

(Bouchard & Martin, 2009) to keep me on track. I brought my lived experiences into the 

process and of course I brought in my mom. I talked with her, she listened to me and I 

felt heard and supported. She helped me deconstruct what I already know and she helps 

me understand in our language. It is knowing that I can privilege and assert Indigenous 

perspectives with my voice and turn to Indigenous scholars for help along the way that 

shapes the way that I understand the data because I will ensure the relationships with the 

student participants and community are protected by bringing in my cultural teachings of 

honour, respect, and humility. Being aware of how I understand the data and checking in 

with the community ensures I am not changing their words or their stories. 
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Contextualizing with cultural knowing has been infused throughout the research process 

and is integrated throughout the four waves of analysis.  

 Recognition of Patterns. The fourth element of meaning-making is the 

recognition of patterns. I had the honour of viewing the student participants’ photos, 

hearing their stories through conversations, and then I checked back with them twice to 

ensure that I was hearing and understanding their voices properly. Kovach (2009) says, 

“Those working under an Indigenous paradigm recognize patterns that transcend the 

local and particular. However, the difference is that those ascribing to tribal methodology 

will likely return to the particular and local to validate claims because our truths are 

found in our places” (p. 140). The processes of collecting data and analyzing together 

helped our groups in identifying what matters in a place like school. My research process 

has been collaborative and continuous in this way by discussing the photos with the 

group using the conversation method and checking back with the student participants 

after the research initiative to ensure I had the correct understanding and that I was 

sharing the correct information. The themes that emerged from our processes are shared 

through the voices of the student participants in an upcoming section of this manuscript 

that makes space for their stories and experiences. These overlapping processes follow in 

the next section represented in four waves. 

Participatory Analysis 

 The participants’ photos were used as the core source of information and as a 

creative method to visually articulate the spaces in their school that hold cultural 

meaning for them. The process of merely taking the photos empowered student 

participants by allowing them to choose a meaningful object or space, determine the best 
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way to capture it, and describe the image in their own words, the latter of which is often 

a missed or unrealistic aspect of alternative research methodologies (Tuck & McKenzie, 

2015a). As a result, the student participants were fully engaged in the process of 

selecting, contextualizing, and coding, also known as participatory analysis (Wang & 

Burris, 1997). Wave one includes this three-stage process to prepare for the analysis of 

the photos taken by and with the student participants. 

 Selecting. The three stage process involved in participatory analysis includes 

selecting, contextualizing and codifying and these were critical for gaining an in-depth 

understanding the role of cultural places in their schools from the perspective of the 

student participants. The selecting process occurred when each of the student participants 

were asked to choose the top two or three photos from the photovoice method that were 

most culturally meaningful to him or her. Providing an opportunity for the student 

participants to select their own photos was a significant step for this research initiative 

because this is where the student participants have the power to make their own 

decisions in choosing the photo they want to share.  

 Contextualizing. To contextualize is to place an object, activity, or idea into its 

proper setting, environment, or background. In this research initiative, it is describing the 

meaning of place and it occurred at different stages. In the first stage of 

contextualization, the student participants provided background information about the 

photos by writing about why the photo of the place in the school was culturally 

meaningful to them. They were given prompts (see Appendix H) such as, “I like this 

place because…” Writing about what the photo means to them provides a space for their 

voices to reach an audience (Wang & Burris, 1997). During the analysis, I found 
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examples of contextualized data in students’ stories of friendships in special places, pride 

of one’s culture and memories of special people and events in their lives. Some of these 

photos and text will be shared later in the findings section of this manuscript.  

 Conversation method. The conversation method (Kovach, 2010) was used as a 

conflation of both data collection and data analysis. This relational method followed the 

modified photovoice method because this was a time where the student participants 

could further contextualize their photos. This was the second stage of contextualization 

and it provided an opportunity for extended discussion of what might be missing, 

culturally, from their school. For example, although the school drum that is used for 

learning drum protocols and songs was out of the building for repairs, the topic of the 

drum and what it means to the student participants came up in each group conversation. 

The conversation method was held on a separate day as the modified photovoice activity, 

so it provided an additional opportunity for the student participants who did not take 

photos to be able to share what they might have taken a picture of had they been present. 

It was important for me to involve students who were absent on the day photos were 

taken to include as many of the students’ voices as possible for the purposes of the 

research.  

 Mapping place-worlds. A third stage of contextualization was mapping place-

worlds and place-making method (Basso, 1996; Brooks, 2008). Place-making involves 

looking back on events in the building of place-worlds and is a method of curiosity such 

as wondering what happened in a place, who was involved, and what it was like (Basso, 

1996; Brooks, 2008). The place-making process is not simple and requires memory, 

verbal and visual accounts, and the possibilities are then imagined, speculated upon and 
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produce a newer picture of how things might have been. Basso and Brooks used these 

methods of gathering stories and knowledge upon the land (as cited in Tuck & 

McKenzie, 2015a). I chose to include this method in the current research initiative 

because although we are not learning on the land with the students, this method provides 

opportunity to explore place by using curiosity, memory, and visual accounts.  

 Brooks (2008) also uses another method of awikhigawôgan, an Abenaki word 

that has roots in drawing, writing, and maps and is in the Ojibway language family. She 

uses this method as the centre of her research to show Indigenous peoples reclaiming and 

reconstructing their communities. These methods of writing have always been through 

use of birch bark messages and scrolls and are ongoing. I chose to include this method 

and relate it to our process with the student participants in school because I recognize the 

challenges that come with working in a colonial institution while privileging Indigenous 

methods to somehow reclaim Indigenous education and reconstruct the system that we 

are in. By tracing the school floor map and producing it for the groups to use as a visual 

and a tool to talk about what has happened in it and for the rest of us to imagine it and 

produce a newer picture of what it is and what it could be fits with this study.   

 These sessions were audio recorded using three recorders around the room while 

student participants sat in a circle with the maps posted on a board for all students to see 

and reference. Remembering what happened in a place makes space for others to 

imagine it and these verbal and visual accounts of what happened will guide how it will 

be imagined by others who are creating new possibilities. The student participants were 

provided with the opportunity to post their photos on the map to show the places in the 

school where the student participants took their photos, then they shared their stories of 
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their photos and the meaning that their photos had. The findings from this activity are 

found within the stories shared by the student participants in the next section. They 

described where the photo was located and if student participants did not have a photo 

due to attendance then they had the opportunity to show where they would have taken a 

photo and what it would have been about. These audio recordings were then transcribed 

and used to identify themes. This process is further explained during waves three and 

four of the meaning making process. They provided a time to share memories but also a 

space to explore what other people might have imagined or thought to be based on their 

own perceptions (Basso, 1996). These transcripts of the conversations were informed by 

the student participants’ photos and used to validate the student participants’ patterns or 

meaning-making. Adopting this multimethod approach to data collection provided 

student participants with the opportunity to elaborate on previously illustrated stories and 

to also hear different perspectives from different sources of data. Allowing for multiple 

modes of perspectives to be presented in an emancipatory approach is often not awarded 

to students in schools. 

 Coding. In many Indigenous communities, there have always been highly 

respected individuals with training and experience to analyze patterns and acknowledge 

multiple truths of community members. Kovach (2009) says, “the patterns and 

observations were highly contextualized and particular, and did not assume that this 

knowledge could or should be generalized to other instances” (p. 131). From a western 

perspective, coding is a term that is described as one of many ways to look for 

meaningful patterns in a qualitative data set that can be a word or short phrase that 

represents language or visual data. A pattern is considered repetitive, based on 
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similarities, differences, cause, sequence, and frequency but the researcher should not 

have a narrow focus or the data can oversimplify the analysis (Saldaña, 2016). From an 

Indigenous perspective, there are limitations with the criteria listed above. These 

limitations include using linear thinking and breaking down the relationships to the 

smallest forms. Wilson (2008) states:  

In analysis through an Indigenous paradigm, accuracy does not play as 

big a part in describing the phenomenon but is more important in 

describing the set of relationships that make up the phenomenon. The 

ideas or concepts are thus encircled within an entire set of relationships. 

All participants in the research are part of analyzing these relationships 

and are needed to ensure that the concepts are properly encircled.  (p. 

122) 

For the current research initiative, I felt it was important to collaborate with the student 

participants while they engaged in the selection of words to describe their photos during 

a member check when they saw them all posted on the board. I posted the photos to each 

group (Group A, B, and C) and together the student participants in each group sorted the 

photos and named them (see Table 1). For example, any photos that had to do with the 

outdoors or natural elements were grouped together then given a name like “Outside”. 

The names that the student participants provided to me could be considered a priori 

codes as they were provided to me before I read through the transcripts. These a priori 

codes then informed my process of making patterns with the transcripts of the recorded 

conversations method that will be discussed in the next section. This process aligns with 

Indigenous methodologies as the participants are involved in the analysis and the  
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Table 1 

Participants using participatory analysis 

 A Priori Code 

#1 

A Priori Code 

#2 

A Priori Code 

#3 

A Priori Code 

#4 

Group A 

(21 students) 

Art/Culture 

(e.g., paintings) 

Outside 

(e.g., Tipi) 

Welcome 

(e.g., signs) 

Landmarks 

(e.g., hallways) 

 

Group B 

(16 students) 

Natural  

(e.g., sage) 

Welcome 

(e.g., signs) 

Home-like/ 

Comfortable 

(e.g., hallways) 

 

Art 

(e.g., 

paintings) 

Group C 

(11 students) 

Outside  

(e.g., trees) 

Languages 

(e.g., visuals) 

Family 

(e.g., animal) 

Symbols 

(e.g., peace 

sign) 

 

  



wāpikwanīn  67 

 

 

researcher continues to check back with the participants to ensure their truths are being 

shared appropriately (Kovach, 2006). Table 1 shows the a priori codes that each group 

provided to me and examples of each a priori code is found in brackets. 

 Preliminary codes. While navigating the meaning-making process of the 

conversations, wave two of the data interpretation process involved the identification of  

overlapping codes by listening to the transcripts multiple times for clarification. Next, I 

developed the following codes as a result of this process: Natural, Building, Symbols, 

Relationships, Activities, and Identity. These code names were informed from the 

student participants’ a priori codes in Table 1 and I found that they overlapped with each 

other but were nevertheless unique categories based on my re-reading, reflections, and  

discussions with the student participants. This reminds me of the Petal Flower 

Framework and how the petals that represent methods used within Indigenous 

methodologies are diverse and overlap. Absolon (2011) says, “They are not mutually 

exclusive of one another, and overlapping concepts occur. The overlaps simply reflect 

the wholistic, inclusive, relational and independent nature of methodologies” (p. 120). 

The overlap is encouraging and acceptable within Indigenous methodologies. While 

contextualizing and using cultural knowledge (Kovach, 2009) I was troubled that I was 

taking away their words and using my own. From a western approach, data analysis is 

often conducted in a way where the researcher investigates a topic by breaking it down 

smaller, into supposedly more manageable portions. Then the researcher puts back the 

topic in a logical sequence in order to discover rules or laws to apply to the whole 

(Lavallee, 2009; Wilson, 2008). In order to have accurate results from a western 

approach, data analysis is systematic and linear. From an Indigenous perspective, 
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however, this destroys all of the integral relationships that are needed to understand the 

issue at hand (Wilson, 2008). It is critical that the researcher does not fragment stories 

because when the stories are taken apart, all of the interconnected relationships no longer 

exist and the power is then taken away from the voices who shared them (Kovach, 2010; 

Lavallee, 2009; Wilson, 2008). As such, my transcripts needed to be looked at as a 

whole using intuitive logic, rather than linear logic to bring them back together as a 

whole.  I wanted to ensure that I kept their stories together and so this led me to a holistic 

approach. 

 Holistic codes. Wave three of the coding process required me to search for major 

themes or patterns by privileging meaning-making from an Indigenous perspective. This 

involved avoiding the fragmenting of stories (Kovach, 2010; Lavallee, 2009; Wilson, 

2008). Although the student participants’ a priori codes informed the codes I came up 

with I felt like the process I completed was a western method. I felt that I needed to go 

back to the transcripts and begin the theming process over again. This reminds me of 

when Fitznor shared a moment where she needed to back track to uphold her Cree way 

of life when western approaches did not “reconcile” (as cited in Kovach, 2009, p.139). 

Saldaña (2016) indicates that, “it is not only the [researcher’s] approach to qualitative 

inquiry (e.g., case study, ethnographic, phenomenological) and ontological, 

epistemological, and methodological issues that influence and affect [our] coding 

decisions (Creswell, 2007; Mason, 2002). Sipe and Ghiso (2004)... note that 'all coding is 

a judgement call’ since we bring ‘our subjectivities, our personalities, our 

predispositions, [and] our quirks’ to the process (pp.482-3)” (p. 8). It was a priority for 

me to keep their stories intact and these conditions are emphasized when Wilson (2008) 
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says, “[y]ou have to use an intuitive logic, where you are looking at the whole thing at 

once and coming up with your answers through analysis that way. So it’s mostly innate 

within us. So there are different ways of doing that” (p. 119). My return to the data 

included sorting through the photos and transcripts as I did before; however, this time I 

knew that I needed to go back to my research question as I continued to explore what 

meaning comes from having Indigenous spaces in school for the students. I pulled out 

the main quotes from the student participants’ transcripts that addressed my research 

question, which included any conversations that connected to culture and their 

experiences in school. I found that these quotes could be gathered into four major 

thematic patterns: Culture, Physical Building, Relationships, and Outdoors.  

Collaborative Analysis  

 Wave four of the analysis process involved returning to each student participant 

group and talking with them about the emerging themes. Wilson (2008) says, 

“Collaborative analysis allows the results from participants to be encircled within a set of 

ideas and relationships and therefore become hermeneutic” (pp. 121-122). Student 

participants who were available met with me to talking about making meaning of the 

themes because it was important to check that I was correct about the meaning that I was 

making; a process commonly referred to as member checking but involving the 

collective interpretation of individual meaning in Indigenous research methodologies 

(Lavallee, 2009). Returning to the student participants enabled me to check with them 

that I was on the right track, I was able to share the information produced so far and it 

provided an opportunity for further discussion to expand on the ideas (Wilson, 2008). 

For example, the student participants mentioned how the Tipi conservations fell within 
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the Culture theme, yet the Tipi could also be overlapped with the Outdoors theme. The 

student participants also re-created patterns from the initial themes that I shared with 

them, which resulted in nine final themes: Culture, Drum, Tipi, Smudging, Languages, 

Elders, Relationships, Physical Space, and Outdoors. The student participants recognized 

the overlap of themes and expressed support in expanding these themes from four to 

nine. Initially, I placed Drum and Tipi under Culture but the student participants said 

they should stand on their own. Having ongoing opportunities to discuss the process and 

findings with the student participants and these valuable experiences of transferring 

shared knowledge was validation of the work we have done together. The findings 

presented below are represented as story so that I do not break their stories apart. 

Working with story. According to Kovach (2009), “[f]or Indigenous 

researchers, there is a propensity to present findings in story form. Thus, the stories are 

introduced, and often condensed. As with most qualitative research, they go through a 

member check. The stories stand, with the researcher reflecting upon the stories. 

Working with story as a means of making meaning requires that the research be 

presented in its contextualized form” (p.131). Adopting this approach, the transcripts that 

follow are taken across the three different groups (Groups A, B, and C) and were 

synthesized to form the nine resulting themes that emerged from the collaborative 

analysis. Each section includes a photo, student participant comment, overview, 

transcript of conversation and my reflection. It is important to provide both visual and 

verbal data to capture the underlying meaning of their experiences accurately without 

fragmentation (Kovach, 2010). By including my personal reflections I am using my 

memory, observations, senses, and cultural knowledge, and thus reviving the 
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conversations to make sense of their experiences (Basso, 1996; Brooks, 2008; Kovach, 

2006). The conversations are not listed in order of their occurrence but instead by 

patterns so that the reader can see the main themes that are woven through the 

conversations (Kovach, 2009). Like Brooks (2008) emphasized, it is important for the 

reader to actively participate in the meaning-making process by exploring the 

environment while reading the conversations, making connections, and asking questions. 

The participants’ real names are not used to protect their identities and so I refer to them 

as Student 1, 2, 3, etc., instead throughout the transcripts.  

The Meaning of Place 

One area that has lacked considerable attention in the literature has been how the 

dominant western worldview flows through and in physical spaces (Tuck & McKenzie, 

2015a). Thus, the physical design of a school can influence and even determine which 

pedagogies and definitions of academic success are deemed valid and valuable (from a 

western perspective) and which are not (from an Indigenous perspective). All too often, 

western approaches to learning are privileged without question at the expense of the 

Indigenous students’ mental health and connections to school. The following photos and 

conversations interrogate this trend by examining the importance and impact of 

decolonized school settings as a culturally safe place for both learning and healing.  
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About Culture in School 

 
 

 “This picture is meaningful to me because it shows me how incredible my culture is. 

There is a lot of history of it and having things like this around the school reminds me 

how important it is.” – Student 1 

 The following conversation is between two non-Indigenous student participants 

and a facilitator about culture. I have included it because in the photo above we can see 

that having an image of culture represented in school matters to an Indigenous student 

but the conversation that follows is about how one non-Indigenous student suggests that 

having culture represented in school does not have an impact. It is interesting to see how 

the conversation shifts towards the end. 

Facilitator: Does culture matter at school? This is a hard question, but I 

honestly want to hear what you think. Does it even matter? That’s what we 

are kinda trying to figure out. Does it matter to you guys? Or not. And if so, 

then how? 

 

Student 2: I don’t know what you mean. 

 

Facilitator: Does it matter that you are represented here? Do you see 

something hanging on the wall or is there an activity that you connect with? 

Does that matter to you or… 
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Student 3: To me personally, it doesn’t. I see school as just a place to come 

and then I go home and do whatever. I don’t use school as a place of culture 

or a place of representing myself. 

 

Facilitator: Yup. And then you are who you are when you go home. 

 

Student 3: Yeah. 

 

Facilitator: Fair enough. 

 

Student 4: I think it does matter. I don’t know so much, but I think at the end 

of the day, the thing that makes people feel most welcome are the people that 

are there. Not so much the paintings that are on the wall. And from my [non-

Indigenous] culture there isn’t a lot of imagery or things like that. It’s just 

the way it is. But I think definitely, supporting culture. Letting people speak 

their language in the hallways and where ever they want. We bring in 

questions. And in class we bring in questions that are influenced by where 

you are from. So I think it’s important to recognize culture as important. But 

I wouldn’t be so concerned about the materialistic part of it, making sure the 

flags are all hung, or the paintings are there.  

 

Facilitator: Because sometimes that happens, people sometimes have 

superficial attempts to bring culture into the school but it’s really about the 

meaning and those things matter. Then why can you not just bring the 

meaning out. Because sometimes that just happens where people will hang a 

poster but there is nothing behind the meaning of that. So yeah. Good point. 

 

Student 4: I also feel like culture is like, different where you would represent 

yourself at home would be different from how you would represent yourself 

at school. You are with different age people and you would act different. I 

feel like we would be more concerned with how the school culture is, on a 

general level, rather than on a small basis. We are all from different places 

and we all go home to different things. Instead of looking at that, looking at 

the importance on the whole culture and how we want to inspire people at 

school. Does that make sense? 

 

Facilitator: It does. It makes complete sense, yeah. And how do you think 

you could do that? Cause that’s really difficult. It’s not superficial. How do 

you bring people together that embraces that? 

 

Student 3: [School name] is really good at it. We have a culture 

day/Diversity day? Yeah. It’s a really fun time. Performances, singing; a 

really good thing to watch. It’s a really cool day. 
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My reflection. I thought this conversation was important to include because 

using a critical race theoretical lens, I can hear the tenets of multiculturalism at work. For 

example, the comment about “letting” people speak their languages implies people who 

speak languages other than the dominant English language should be allowed to speak 

their language with permission. This reminds me that anti-oppressive education is 

needed in schools. I also thought it was interesting to hear the student participants’ 

perspectives change throughout the dialogue. For example, the one student changes from 

saying it does not matter to acknowledging and being proud of the school’s attempt to 

embrace bringing groups of people together through multiculturalism. This conversation 

shows that more work is necessary in schools to dismantle multiculturalism. 

About the Drum in School 

 During the research initiative, the school drum was not available to be 

photographed; however, the students initiated conversations about its presence within the 

school. The following conversation shares a piece of the drum’s story at school. 

Facilitator: You haven’t told me if it is important yet, so I won’t assume. Is 

it?  

 

Student 5: Yeah I guess so, yeah. I grew up singing my whole life. 

 

Facilitator: Oh yeah?  

 

Student 5: And uhh, I just like singing, I guess.  

 

Facilitator: So it sounds like sometimes you do things outside of school that 

has been brought in. 

 

Student 5: Yeah: I do it outside of school. Like every day and sometimes for 

celebrations.  

 

Facilitator: So how does that feel to bring that into school?  

 

Student 5: I don’t really know.  
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Facilitator: Where do you drum? When [name] comes, what spaces do you 

use to do that?  

  

Student 5: In this room here.  

 

Facilitator: Ok.  

 

Student 5: Sometimes we do it outside in the garden thing.  

 

Facilitator: Yeah? 

 

Student 5: And yeah, and a couple times we did it in the garden thing.  

 

Facilitator: Do you have a preference where you like to drum or is it 

wherever you guys feel like it right now?  

 

Student 5: I dunno. We usually just choose this room, mostly.  

 

Facilitator: Are there spaces in the school that you wish you could drum in? 

Or that you would like to? Or it is just working the way it is?  

 

Student 5:  I dunno. I could see us drumming in the main hall.  

 

Facilitator: Yeah. 

 

Student 5: That seems like more of an open space and more convenient.  
 
Facilitator: It would be neat to have the option to be outside too. 

  

Student 5: Yeah. 

 

Facilitator: And what places are, what places do you like to drum, more? 

  

Student 5: Anywhere.  

 

Facilitator: Do you think needs to happen in more places?  

 

Student 5: Umm. Kinda. I dunno. Depends on the people. Depends if people 

want us to sing around them or if they don’t want us to sing around them. 

Yeah. 

 

 My reflection. The drum has been in this school for a few years now and is 

available for everyone to join and learn if they choose to do so. The student participants 
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in these conversations have been leaders in implementing the group within the school as 

they have been learning since they were young. From a critical race theory lens, the last 

sentence, “Depends if people want us to sing around them or if they don’t want us to sing 

around them” shows the resistance that exists in the school from non-Indigenous students 

and the feelings of belonging or not belonging experienced by Indigenous students in the 

school.  

About the School’s Outdoor Tipi 

 
 

“I like this place because whenever I see the [T]ipi, it reminds me of my reserve, and 

powwows, and it gives me a sense of belonging. A lot of good memories come flooding 

back when I see a tipi.” – Student 6 

 There is a Tipi that stays on the school grounds that was brought in from a 

previous Indigenous educator and an Elder in Residence that worked in the school. Its 

purpose was to be used as an outdoor classroom that could be accessed at any time of the 

school year. It has been used for Sharing Circles, Cree language activities, Smudging, 

and other ceremonies to support students. The Tipi has been set up in different places on 
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the school grounds but regardless of where it is, what it represents is important from 

participants’ perspectives. The Tipi provides space for students’ sense of belonging, 

pride, memories, family, and support. Student participants shared stories of special 

experiences that they had in the Tipi with classes, teachers and Elders. 

Student 6: “[The Tipi] is important because our ancestors used ceremonies, and  

stuff… It makes me feel good, it makes me feel like my culture is respected.”  

 

Student 5: “[The Tipi] is part of who I am. It makes me happy to see it standing  

there. It encourages me to go to school every day, I don’t know, to do better in  

school.” 

  

Student 7: “This place reminds me of past times with my grandpa on how he  

taught me about his culture.” 

 

Student 8: “I’m Métis. It feels nice to have my culture in the school. And seeing a 

Tipi, you may never experience living in a Tipi but, you see it in videos and  

pictures. Seeing one in person here, it feels good to have it a part of [school  

name]. Like me feeling like I belong.”  
 

My reflection. These are strong statements made by the student participants that 

speak to why having visible cultural places available matter. When listening to the audio 

recordings it was difficult to hear a story shared by one of the student participants. They 

were describing a special experience they had with their class and the school Elder. From 

a western research perspective, I was disappointed that I could not hear what they shared 

because I felt it was significant and meaningful information that could be shared with 

others; but, intuitively I knew better. There are spiritual reasons that this experience was 

not recorded and the reason is that we were not allowed to share the experience. This 

could be viewed as a limitation in westernized research; however, Simpson (2007) 

explains this as a performance of refusal, and it comes at a time when a person knows 

not to be talking or sharing something that is sacred and so the conversation must stop. 
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Hearing the student participants speak with pride about the Tipi showed what having 

access to the Tipi means to them.  

About Smudging in School 

 
 

“I took a picture of the burning Sage because I love the way it smells. I love the way it 

burns. It makes me feel safe, comfortable, and gives me a sense of relief.” – Student 9 

 
 

“This smudge bowl makes me feel at home because every week me and my mom smudge 

our house and ourselves to cleanse and to clear the air. Makes me appreciate who I 

really am.” –Student 10 

 Having access to smudging in schools is not available to everyone. In fact, it was 

not until the beginning of this research project that the school where this study took place 
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had the opportunity to become a pilot school to roll out the smudging process and 

Smudging in schools did not become an official process until September 2017. Prior to 

the pilot of a Smudging policy, students often went outside with the school Elders if they 

needed to smudge. The following conversations share what it means to have smudging 

available in school for student participants. 

Student 8: Again, for me, it makes me feel like, more belonging. Like, you 

know. Not everyone gets to smudge, like, you get to cleanse at the school, like, 

you know. It’s relaxing. It’s nice knowing that if you do smudge, like casually, 

you can come to school and do it now. But for being First Nations or you 

know, like Metis or whatever and having that Tipi here. I smudged yesterday, 

and I haven’t smudged in a while and I felt, it was really good. I felt happy. 

Every day that I smudge, having to do it a school and it was pretty good. And 

everyone was asking me, oh, you smell like sweet grass. And they were like, 

did you smudge? And I was like, yeah, and then I was kinda telling them, like 

you can put it in your hair, or like, all over your body and you know. Like feel 

relaxed and comfortable while doing it. Cause, like, that’s the best way. You 

know. Like, sort of. It’s pretty cool. 

 

Facilitator: So you’re doing a little bit of teaching too. 

 

Student 8: Yeah. Like, I don’t know that much about it and I did tell someone 

about it yesterday. A lot of people are interested in coming to try it for the first 

time and you know, so curious. Cause like, I said it made me feel a lot better. I 

was happy, and I was [unclear] and they were like, Oh, if I have a bad day, 

maybe I could do that and hopefully it will work for me. School. Like now that 

it’s in school, some people who have never done it might, they can just come 

and try it out. 

 

Student 11: I think it also shows the importance of culture in this, it celebrates 

it in a way. There is a lot of different culture but this showing that it is one 

culture but still accepting everyone else. It’s not like this is only for First 

Nations people, and only they can smudge, like this is something that we 

would like to share with everyone. That’s kind of nice in that sense. It’s like 

ya, celebrating culture and sharing part of the culture to make it whole. 

 

 My reflection. The student participants in these conversations are happy, proud, 

and strong. They share personal feelings of what it means to smudge at school. They 

describe how their senses respond and how it activates memories of home and 
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relationships. It also means to share teachings with others and to have a sense of pride 

and belonging at school. Having the opportunity to smudge at school is empowering 

because it connects the body, mind, and Spirit. The student participants are learning and 

teaching others at the same time and this creates positive relationships in the school. 

About Language in School 

 
 

“I chose this picture because I know five different languages and would like to learn 

more...Culture is communication. Communication is culture.” – Student 12 

Many of the student participants shared photos of the diverse languages displayed 

throughout the school. To have languages visible in the school provides a welcoming 

space and connects student participants to their cultures. There are references to learning 

other languages by the student participants during the conversation method but more 

specifically, the following conversations discuss the meaning that comes from having a 

Cree language course in this high school where the student participants attend.  

Facilitator: What is it about Cree that you like? 
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Student 13: Since my mom is full Cree, since I was young, she would say a 

couple things to me in Cree. And no, it wasn’t just yelling at me! [laughter] 

There were times she would look me dead in the eye and tell me what it was. 

And when she said that I knew I had to run [smiles]. Then there’s the part 

where I like Cree because it’s part of my background of being First Nations 

and I like the sound of it. I think it’s a beautiful language and that there isn’t 

many people now-a-days that speak it. It used to be rich way back then but 

over time it’s slowly been gone. So the fact that [school name] offers it, I 

take advantage of it as much as I can and possibly when I go to university I 

would like to actually take the class. Again, I really like it because it’s 

different and I know that if I really wanted to I could teach it to someone else 

instead of just keeping it for myself.” 

 

My reflection. I feel a sense of pride when I hear this story from the student 

participant. She used her humour while she made connections to colonization and its 

impact on her family. For Indigenous people, using our humour is relational and healing 

for us (Kovach, 2015). She also talks about her responsibility to access the language and 

to ensure she is able to pass it on, instead of keeping it for herself. There is a plan for 

using this knowledge in the future when she attends university. She knows there is 

higher level learning available and she will be able to apply this knowledge at a higher 

level institution. This student is making connections from her current education to future 

educational opportunities. There is so much heart, Spirit, mindfulness, and emotion in 

this statement. 

About Elders in School 

 The Elders in the school were not available during the days when student 

participants took their photos. Nevertheless, the student participants shared the 

importance of having Elders in the school. Special experiences and feelings of 

love, trust and happiness are expressed in the following conversations.  

Facilitator: What kind of things do you work on with him [the Elder]? Do 

you go see him? 
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Student 13: We usually just say “hi” and then ask him how his day is. Ask 

him how he is doing and he’ll ask the same about us. Ask me what I’m 

learning and what’s new. And if I ever need guidance, I can go talk to him. 

Or I can go see [Female Elder]. If I want to come talk to her, I can give her 

some Tobacco and yeah. That’s about it. 

 

Facilitator: Do you have access to Tobacco here at [school name]? Or do you 

have to bring your own? 

 

Student 13: There’s [name of Indigenous Advocate]. She has some. 

 

Student 3: Why don’t teachers use [Elders]? Like, in English, we’re learning 

about residential schools, it was very different hearing his story rather than 

just reading it on a piece of paper. I don’t know. It just feels a lot different. 

  

Facilitator: Right. Someone who has that lived experience. Someone coming 

in to speak about it makes it a little bit more real, hey? 

 

Student 3: Yeah. 

 

Facilitator: Anyone else? 

 

Student 8: I think it’s pretty cool to like, you know, have elderly advice. I 

went to [name of Elder] a couple of times when I had my bad days. We 

would, like smudge and talk about it. Makes me think of, like, my grandmas 

and grandpas and everything. And I don’t have any grandmas or grandpas 

anymore and just know that I can approach one. With Elder [name] there, 

we had talked a lot when he was here last year. After school, he would ask 

me what I am doing. He said he would keep me in his prayers and that…he 

cares. I know everyone cares but all the teachers would. But the Elders 

makes me feel like…warm…like happy. I don’t know. It just makes me feel 

comfortable. Makes me think of my grandparents. Yeah, it’s pretty good. 

[Continues to tell a personal story of Elder]. 

 

My reflection. The student participants openly share their experiences of having 

Elders in their schools and the meaningful relationships that are established through the 

Elders in Residence program. My grandparents passed away when I was young and I can 

relate to what the student participants are saying about having access to grandparents in 

the school. Once there was a meeting in our school with all of the Elders from the 

different schools. I loved to see the teenagers light up when they recognized the Elders 
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from their elementary schools. I recall recognizing the special relationships that were 

established and how having access to Elders impacts student participants’ lives. It is 

interesting that the one student questions why Elders are not found in the classrooms 

more and shares how he values their personal stories and teachings.  

About Relationships in the School 

 
 

“This photo represents my culture because this is my [family member’s name] spirit 

animal and [family member] is a huge part of my life he inspires me and encourages me 

every day.” – Student 14 

 In this theme, the student participants share stories of meaningful relationships 

they have with people in the school. I chose to separate these from the Elders in the 

school because I wanted to make space that shows the significance of having Elders in 

the school for the student participants. This decision was approved by the student 

participants when I checked in with them to ensure that I was taking the right steps. The 

following conversations are about different teachers in the school and one mention of a 
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family member who is not physically present in the school, but is carried in the student 

participants’ thoughts throughout the day. 

Student 15: “Just cause of her [teacher’s name], like, she makes us juice, for 

me it’s a very different class. ‘Cause it’s self-orientated. And everyone is kinda 

working at their own pace, which is really accepting. That’s really good. And I 

would also take a picture of [teacher’s name]’s room, just cause I like him as 

a teacher!” 

 

---- 

 

Student 14: “It’s [family member’s name] spirit animal…and he’s the only 

person I can really talk to, so I just, kinda carry him with me everywhere.” 

 

---- 

 

Student 8:“Ok. So my picture is, [Indigenous Advocate’s name] door, 

because, like since grade 9, I’ve had my problems and I always go to 

[Indigenous Advocate’s name] to talk, you can go there and it’s like confident, 

confidentiality, and I don’t know, I just like trust [Indigenous Advocate’s 

name] a lot. Like, her and her room means a lot to me. When I first started at 

[school name] and yeah, I can just go there. If I don’t have someone to talk to 

I can just go there. I can just go to her and let my feelings out and tell her 

what’s going on. I feel better after the talks. So yeah…” 

 

---- 

 

Student 4: “This is my first year at [school name]. But one of the things that 

was different was that within my classes there was never an opportunity to 

introduce yourself. Like, I didn’t know half of the people’s names in my class. 

It was weird to me because I saw them every day, and so like, I don’t know if 

there was some sort of way to not make it awkward but to make it open. Maybe 

like the second week of school when the different classes circle around and 

maybe they say ‘my name is this and I like one little thing’. So it’s not like you 

are going to school with a bunch of total strangers.” 

 

My reflection. The student participants talk about the relationships they engage 

with at school at personal levels with teachers and counsellors. The kindness that 

teachers show is acknowledged by the student participants and knowing that there is 

somewhere safe for them to go is necessary for them to feel safe at school. Student 

participants shared personal thoughts of their families while they are away at school. It 
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reminds me that we are their care providers during the day no matter their age and that 

they bring their family and home with them to school. These important conversations 

show the importance of caring relationships and how it impacts students’ mental health. 

About the Physical Space of the School 

 

 

“I chose greens because in my country they use greens a lot because of their use of 

herbs. They believe in Traditional Medicines used to cure different kinds of diseases.” – 

Student 16 

 The following discussions are student perspectives about place and its physical 

surroundings. Hearing from the users of this place provides space and opportunity to 

understand the meaning that comes from these spaces in the school. As mentioned earlier 

in the manuscript, physical spaces are often acknowledged briefly, or not at all in 

research studies (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a).  

Facilitator: What about the physical space of the building? The way it looks? 

How does it make you feel? When you see the building, what is that like? 
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Student 4: Square. My school was round so it is very different. 

 

Facilitator: How does that make you feel in one environment versus the other? 

What’s the difference? 

 

Student 4: There’s lots of differences. But I mean, I think [school name] is nice 

and it feels old and it feels like there’s history. All the different people that have 

graduated. All the different people that have learnt inside and I think that’s a 

nicer feeling. As opposed to a new school.  I feel it could be more colourful. All 

the rooms are the same colour. It could be more…a little more colour would be 

nice. It would be more inspiring than just white boards and brown walls and 

mismatched floors. I don’t know. 

 

Facilitator: What is it about round places that feel different to you? 

 

Student 4: It is more like a circle feeling. I mean, us sitting in a circle feels a lot 

different than us sitting in rows at a desk. It’s like, all of a sudden you can see 

everyone you are learning with instead of being like, ‘I’m in my own world and 

I’m gonna learn what’.  It’s kinda nice. We can just learn from each other, like 

with a new classroom. The people that you are in school with, you know, other 

people’s question may be something that you haven’t thought of or other people’s 

thoughts. Also, inspire you different ways, I think that other than having the 

teacher just going up there and talking, a circular feeling, is like, we’re all here 

and we’re all human and we’re all gonna talk about these different things…and I 

think that’s nice.” 

 

 My reflection. This conversation acknowledges that physical spaces impact their 

learning and the relationships they may or may not have if the space is not provided. 

Colours, shapes, and structure influence learning and how they will respond to others. 

Most buildings are square and have corners but one student speaks to the importance of a 

circular setting that is not available. She explains the importance of connections in circle 

settings and how this impacts learning and possible relationships. Although there is an 

admiration for the historical structure of the school, this student is looking for inspiration 

and is not finding it within the school’s physical space.  
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About the Outdoors While at School 

 
 

“I thought of the beautiful world or sky itself with the beautiful light and sun that keeps 

us alive.” – Student 17 

 
 

“This picture reminds me of where my blood belongs.” – Student 18 
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“I like this photo because it makes me think about how we live with nature. In the photo, 

it seems like there is a small amount of nature within our man built school, but then 

when I think about it I realize our city is just a small man made area inside of Mother 

Nature herself. We think we are so strong and big, but we are really nothing next to 

Mother Nature.” – Student 19 

 

“From a culture of fast food and disposables. Although it is one of my least favourite 

things about my culture, it is still a part of it and by displaying it and recognizing it; I am 

hoping that change will transpire.” – Student 4 
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 It is important to note that many of the student participants took the opportunity 

to go outside to take photos of meaningful places. This section has the most photos 

because many photos were taken outside and the meanings expressed are powerful. The 

following conversations discuss the meaning of their photos further and why getting 

outside matters to students. 

Student 4: It was kinda in the garbage can. The cup and the pizza box. I feel like, 

I think that in Canada we eat those kinds of food often and we’re also a culture 

where disposables are a thing. At times I think we are a little bit wasteful and it’s 

kinda capturing, in a full sense, that I don’t like how much garbage and stuff we 

use but it’s still part of our culture and I think that taking pictures and displaying 

it might hopefully change. And like, yeah, it’s part of our culture now but maybe 

it’ll change. So yeah, a garbage can!  

 

Facilitator: That’s very creative and it really, I mean, the big words it makes [me] 

think of (and there’s people who work on this) it’s the whole idea of 

environmental sustainability. So our culture, you know, has a lot of kinda 

wasteful components right now. So you’re really speaking to that of how do we 

move forward to sustainable not just us but our future generations. Right? So… 

yeah. What else? Anyone else? Did anyone else have similar kinds of themes in 

their photos? Or? Or do you just like to go out outside to sit and smoke? We 

heard that. Who else went outside? 

 

Student 19: It’s that other square. I don’t know… Yeah. Just because there are 

trees inside it. There’s land, it represents, like, nature within our school. Trying 

to represent something” 

 

Student 20: “I wish the teachers would take us out more instead of sitting in 

classrooms all day.” 

 

 My reflection. These conversations show the importance of being outside and 

having opportunities to socialize with friends outside of the classroom. At the high 

school level there is not time available for student participants to visit with friends. 

Classes are divided into hourly sessions and there is usually five minutes to get to and 

from each class. There are not recesses available at the secondary level; however, there is 

break over the noon hour. I have heard students share on separate occasions that the only 
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reason they come to school is to see their friends. The student participants also 

mentioned their relationship with the land and the need for change that includes a 

sustainable environment, as shown in one of the student’s photos. Another student refers 

to a shift from an egocentric perspective to an ecological perspective when he takes the 

time to look outside and see what is in front of him. All of these statements stress the 

need for outdoor education. Student participants saw themselves represented in the sky 

and on the land. I included more photos and their statements for this section because of 

what the student participants were saying and it was hard to leave any of them out. This 

is powerful information as what we do in our role as educators and adults impacts 

students presently and in the future.  

 Taken together, when I wonder what new knowledge has been gained from this 

study I believe that the information confirms what I already thought I knew (Hampton, 

1995; Kovach, 2010). The knowledge shared by the students brings purpose, meaning, 

and learning (Hampton, 1995; Kovach, 2010).  The nine themes are represented in 

Figure 4 as a sunflower, which is based on the beadwork of Jessica Gokey (2015). I 

chose to continue working with flowers to display the findings because in Anihšināpēk 

beadwork, the flowers tell stories (L. Cote, personal communication, July 12, 2018). I 

believe this is a good way to connect the community, the research process and findings 

together.  

 The conversations about meaningful places are diverse; however, they all are 

about making connections and establishing relationships physically, mentally, 

emotionally, and spiritually. When I think back to these conversations I imagine the 

possibilities of learning that could occur from not only listening to the student  
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Figure 4. Nine themes emerged from four waves of meaning making 
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participants but also taking action on what better changes could be made to support 

them. The next section is my recommendations to re-create a nurturing environment that 

listens to the voices and sees the perspectives of Indigenous and other culturally diverse 

students.  

The Environment (Implications) 

According to Absolon’s (2011) Petal Flower model, the environment around the 

flower is the people, places, and policies that surround the researcher in the research 

process. In this research initiative, the environment is the school and the policies that 

inform the education system. Absolon says the environment might be harsh, cold, and 

dark and at other times the environment might be warm, caring, and bright. This is a 

metaphor for the school system. There are times that the education system might be 

supportive and caring for students and yet there are times the education system has been 

cold, oppressive, and destructive. Like the environment, the education system does 

change; however, there is always more change that needs to occur to better support our 

students. It is how I am coming to know that having access to culture in schools does 

matter, and how we can work together to ensure that culture is properly represented and 

accessible in a school environment to support the learning and wellbeing trajectories of 

its students. The next section remembers, imagines, and (re)maps the possibilities. 

(Re)mapping 

 (Re)mapping is a method that looks at unsettling geographies impacted by 

colonialism and the parenthesis is used to create new possibilities (Goeman, 2013). 

Goeman provides an example of when Indigenous women (re)map geography they are 

telling new stories and these stories hold power. The following section (re)maps the 
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school setting where the research took place and it includes my wonderings of what 

happened here, who was involved, and what it was like based on Basso’s (1996) 

mapping place-worlds and place-making. This includes reflections of exploration, re-

memory, reviving and revising as a way to organize the knowledge (Kovach, 2009). It is 

through my relationship with the school and student participants that I will present what 

it means for students to have culture represented in their school.  

 As a participant in the initial geography of race activity with my colleagues, as 

discussed earlier in this thesis, I was able to bring that experience into the current mental 

mapping method with the student participants. I watched them engage in the activity in a 

similar way as the teachers before them, but instead they had photos of places to describe 

meaningful places where the teachers used cards to describe “races” to map where these 

groups could be seen in places at the school. I went back to the photos from the 

geography of race activity and compared them to the school blueprint map where 

participant photos were placed in the different locations. The main places that the teacher 

and student maps had in common were the gym, art rooms, auditorium, and the yard 

where the Tipi was located. Places that were not included on the initial teacher map were 

the surrounding outdoors, a place that many pictures were taken outside by the student 

participants during the modified photovoice method. I also noted that many changes 

were made in programming at the school in between the times the two mapping activities 

occurred.  

 Other notes I considered are how maps are always changing and the student 

participants noticed the map I made based on the school blueprint did not fit with what 

they know of the school. Narratives and maps help with providing context of 
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worldviews, but they are not definitive or absolute (Goeman, 2013). Places in the school 

are named for non-Indigenous people who worked at or contributed financially to the 

school and these are based on events that took place when this group of students did not 

attend the school. There are markers or plaques to explain these places and events but 

they were not noticed by the student participants. They mentioned that “Tipi place” 

would be a better name for the yard where the school Tipi is raised because the names on 

the map no longer describe what happens there.   

Student 21: “This was the first time I have ever heard of that name and I didn’t 

even know what it was called. I just knew it as where the Tipi is or the tables are 

outside there. I didn’t know what it was called. I don’t know. It’s a cool name but 

it just doesn’t seem like it fits [school name]. I don’t know. But yeah.” 

 

Facilitator: What would be a better name, do you think? 

 

Student 13: Tipi place [laughter]. 

 

Facilitator: That’s kinda what I was thinking too! 

 

Student 13: Because everyone just calls it that. We just go to Tipi place or 

sometimes people say we’re just gonna go work at the Tipi. No one ever calls it 

[current name].” 

 

Western maps intend to represent what is real or what someone has decided is real but an 

Indigenous perspective of a map will often provide a variety of worldviews (Goeman, 

2013).  When we name places after people we privilege and celebrate the person in that 

moment not realizing how it will impact the community in years to come.  

 The current education system continues to impose a western bias onto Indigenous 

students’ learning experience, resulting in efforts to shape students’ perspectives and 

behaviours that often conflict with cultural ways of knowing and being. To interrogate 

this problem, one should ask, whose histories do these schools tell? Many schools are 

named after prominent white men who held high positions of power and do not often tell 
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the stories of who is attending these schools. For example, Davin School in Regina was 

named after Nicholas Flood Davin, the Regina journalist and politician who, in 1879, 

wrote an influential report that led to the creation of Canada's Residential School system 

(“Change Name of Davin School,” 2015). As such, all Canadians are responsible to 

understand that place is a way to acknowledge this truth and move forward together to 

strengthen the relationships to each other and to this place that we all call home. In order 

to explore what has happened, who is involved, and to understand what it is like, we 

must listen to the stories from the students.  

Culture Matters 

 The current research initiative attempted to interrogate colonial spaces. The 

research question asked what would it mean to Indigenous students if ongoing structures 

of colonialism and other forms of spatialized oppression were challenged with 

Indigenized spaces at the high school they are attending? I wanted to know if having 

culture represented in the school matters to students like it matters to me and so I 

returned to the students’ photos and the conversations about the photos. From all of their 

work, I am able to see the main messages from the student participants. The research 

initiative found that when structures of colonialism and other forms of spatialized 

oppression are challenged with Indigenized spaces at a high school student participants 

feel safe, welcome, connected, belonging, and affirmed. Student participants feel, hear, 

taste, and smell these places and they feel supported when they are visible and 

accessible. The patterns that emerged from their photos and conversations include having 

access to natural spaces including the outdoors, trees, fields, medicines for smudge, 

animals, and the school Tipi. It is meaningful to have access to spaces that include visual 
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writings and symbols, such as welcome signs, languages, and art, as well but, also 

comfortable spaces for students to take time to reflect about various aspects of their lives 

and to feel a sense of belonging within the school and these include the school Tipi, 

hallways, offices, lockers, gym, shops, and specific classrooms. These are places where 

there are meaningful relationships with teachers, friends, counsellors, Elders and also 

family members who are not in the school. Students visually scan their school 

environment to determine which places are “welcoming” and “safe” in their school (e.g., 

symbols, photos, artwork, Tipi), and they rely on these places throughout their 

educational journeys, as one student mentioned having the Tipi visible helps to keep him 

in school. Students want access to traditional practices inside their school (e.g., 

smudging, drumming, cultural food) and these practices are needed to provide students 

with the mental/spiritual nourishment, clarity, and grounding to take on the complexities 

of adolescence both inside and outside of school. Some “places” are mobile and invisible 

and yet equally meaningful as other physical places, such as learning and conversing in 

Indigenous languages (e.g., Cree) and some meaning places are outside of the school 

(e.g., school Tipis, land-based activities) but are equally important to their learning 

process, known by some Indigenous peoples as the “natural curriculum” (Indigenous 

Advisory Committee member, personal communication, 2017). One student shared that 

every time she walks by the Tipi she feels supported. Another student expressed his 

connection to his grandpa and the time spent with him. Another student mentioned she 

feels like her identity is respected and supported. These places also remind them of 

home, home being a place that they currently live in or home as in a 

community/reserve/First Nation that they come from.  



wāpikwanīn  97 

 

 

 This research effectively uncovered the concept and role of cultural places for 

high school students and provided an opportunity to empower their voices by creating 

the time and space to share their experiences needed to leverage change. Student 

participants have “activated” place as a social determinant of academic success and 

wellbeing as they have shared what they have access to in their school and they have also 

provided powerful insight into what is not available against their will. Creating 

culturally-meaningful places in schools will likely create mentally healthier students, 

leading to more positive academic outcomes (from both western and Indigenous 

worldviews). The following recommendations that flow from the research findings 

highlight key opportunity areas where the education system can take action to support 

our students in schools: 

o Create and support existing Indigenous language programs to promote wellbeing 

and acknowledge the Indigenous peoples living here since time immemorial; 

o Create land-based education programs to facilitate positive holistic wellbeing 

outcomes for Indigenous students through a sense of belonging and reconciliation 

for all students; 

o Provide accessible supports and traditional practices such as smudging, 

drumming, ceremony, and Elders to offer Indigenous students meaningful places 

and activities to include in their daily school life; 

o Provide accessible space to offer Indigenous students safe and comfortable 

surroundings like the Tipi provides at the school where this study took place; 
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o Continue towards closing the academic and graduation gaps in education by 

ensuring the places Indigenous students are learning in are representative of who 

they are. This can be achieved by asking the students what they want; 

o Provide educational opportunities for teachers, administration and other school 

staff to understand the strength in relationship building with students and Elders; 

o Include discussions of how place and how their impacts on Indigenous students’ 

wellbeing  influence and even shape school policies and procedures (e.g., 

smudging policy); 

o Identify spaces, places and events that are named after people and investigate the 

history. Initiate dialogue with students and the school community to find out if 

diverse names would be suitable and, 

o Utilize the current research findings as a guiding framework for those planning 

new or renovating schools by helping stakeholders to identify and dismantle the 

damaging historical reminders and ongoing colonial processes in schools. 

It is my aim through an inductive analysis (Wilson, 2008) to share these voices with 

those in power to support the decision-making process of always returning to the youth 

because they know what is necessary for change. We are responsible and accountable to 

them.  

Gardening (Nurturing the Environment) 

Relational Accountability  

 Relational accountability is to ask how the analysis of these ideas will help to 

build relationships further. In writing out their conversations and sharing their photos I 

share their voices with the adults who are making the decisions for the students and their 
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education. The student participants have shared that they are aware of how having access 

to culture matters and impacts their learning and how they establish relationships with 

others. In order to hold these ideas together, knowledge translation activities have 

occurred to share the methods and results with the Indigenous Advisory Committee, the 

participants, the high school where the study occurred, and the larger school board. In 

addition, a blanket will be created by myself that tells the story of the research process. 

This blanket will be gifted to the school following Treaty 4 protocols so that the student 

participants can see the work and share further messages to the people who make the 

decisions. There is also hope to create space in the school that privileges Indigenous 

knowledges and ceremonies and a place for cultural activities to continue to occur and 

grow.  

Credibility 

 I understand that when I questioned the process of coding during wave two so 

that I could keep the students’ stories together that my research might begin to lose 

credibility. I also understand that as I share their photos and stories at times alone in a 

section and others with reflections that these processes might not be recognized as 

credible (Kovach, 2009). I also understand that when I do not produce a linear, 

categorized report that I will face more challenges of credibility; however, as I continue 

with these processes I can turn to Kovach, Wilson and Tuck to guide me. Kovach says, 

“[r]esearch carried out through Indigenous methodologies, of necessity, requires 

individuals who are in a position to evaluate both the framework and subsequent findings 

according to specific procedural guidelines and protocols. Arguably, this responsibility 

should rest with Indigenous researchers who hold this knowledge” (2009, p.133). 
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Kovach says that we have three audiences to transfer our knowledge. The findings must 

make sense to the general Indigenous community, the research process must be clearly 

articulated to the non-Indigenous academy and thirdly, both the research process and the 

actual findings must be ok with other Indigenous researchers who are in a position to 

evaluate the work. Indigenous methodologies do not have their own distinct ways or 

procedures to use as a checklist; however, they are authentic, and valid ways of knowing. 

Legitimacy in Critical Place Inquiry  

 In order for a finding to be truthful and valuable, generalizations are often 

favoured. However, what is true in one place must be true in another place. For example, 

just because the students in this high school think culture matters does not necessarily 

mean that it is the same in another high school. Generalizing works against meaningful, 

engaging processes in a place. A critical conception of legitimacy is referred to as 

catalytic validity and it “plays out as meaningfulness to communities involved in the 

research, and in addition, in participatory research, meaningfulness to a collective of co-

researchers” (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a, p. 155). This applies to this research initiative 

because the photos showed meaningful places in the school and the students shared 

valuable stories, experiences and ideas with the researcher. In this way, it was 

meaningful for everyone involved. The research initiative and manuscript will end but 

the activities and advocating will continue. It is alive and ongoing. 

Relational Validity 

 Tuck and McKenzie (2015a) present three understandings of relational validity. 

The first is based on the relationality of life. This is based on Wilson’s (2008) concept of 

self and how we are a part of relationships rather than the concept of being in a 
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relationship with people or things. It is acknowledging that life is interconnected with 

other species and land (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015a). The second understanding is that 

privileging the economy is harmful for people and places. Mining, pollution, and oil 

spills are results of economic privilege, yet they are harming the environment and life. 

The student participants spoke of this through photos and conversation in this study. We 

need to listen. The last understanding is that research is not just about these first two 

understandings of the self and economic privilege, but also that research is influential in 

small or significant ways and creates awareness, time and space for people and place to 

take action. These three understandings motivate me to continue to be responsible to the 

students, their families, and future generations. 

Garden Racism 

 One of the personal stories I shared at the beginning of this manuscript was about 

my school friends who said that I was the exception to Indigenous peoples; that is, I was 

different than the stereotypes they held of Indigenous peoples. I previously stated that 

these comments were harmful and hurtful for me, and still are. As this manuscript was 

being written, it was drawn to my attention that these comments I encountered are 

actually examples of garden racism. Garden racism is a strong metaphor to represent my 

life experiences in the past but also while I transform and heal as I move forward. 

Absolon (2011) says, “[c]reating a collective story involves beginning with our own 

story and then inviting participants to add to the ‘searchers story.’ Weaving our stories 

together brings us out of isolation, and when we share our stories we realize we have 

common stories” (p. 137). To be involved in this initiative has provided me with an 

opportunity to see that I have been a part of a colonial system, and to be aware of what 
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was and continues to be missing and to recognize that we all have work to do. Hearing 

from the student participants that they are encouraged to succeed and be proud of who 

they are makes the future stronger for all of us.  

 As I begin to close this manuscript I am surrounded by discussions of the Gerald 

Stanley case. He was the white farmer found not guilty of the murder of a young 22-

year-old Cree man from the Red Pheasant First Nation. I do not say his name out of 

respect for him and his family while he continues his journey to the Spirit World. I am 

grieving this loss of a young man I did not know, but I am also grieving with my 

Indigenous relatives. It reminds me of the work that we have to do. This statement is 

conflicting for me as I find that there are times when I am strong and I want to resist and 

reclaim our education systems. Then there are the times that I am tired and I do not think 

there will ever be change.  It is then that I must turn to our students who will always lead 

the way with their strong voices. They are honest in what they see around them. Positive 

relationships, cultural connections, and opportunities to share what they know will keep 

us moving forward in a good way. Absolon (2011) reminds us that, “[a] restoring and re-

storying methodology facilitates healing and reconnections. Weaving our stories together 

leads to a weaving of work and a building on each other’s knowledge” (p.138). It is 

through our collaborative work that we can change the narrative. 

 The Calls to Action from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada 

identify the need to honour Indigenous peoples impacted by the legacy of the Residential 

Schools and for all Canadians to work towards building better relationships between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in our society. The late Jo-Ann Episkinew’s 

(2009) words live on when she says,  “to cure the settlers from the pathology of 
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colonialism, Indigenous people must make public the alternative collective myth that 

comprises our truths, and to heal the wounds that colonialism has inflicted on the 

Indigenous population, we must hear our truths in the national collective myth” (p. 73). 

It reminds me that it is not Indigenous students who need help but, rather, it is the system 

and places in which we all learn, work, and live in that need to be reclaimed. 
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Appendix B 

Letter to Parent(s)/Guardian(s) 

 
 

 

Date: 

 

Dear Parents/Guardians: 

 

RE: Research Project Native Studies 20/30 

 

During the week of _______________________ students from [name of high school] 

Native Studies 20/30 courses will have the choice of participating in a University of 

Regina research project called The Concept and Role of Place for First Nations Youth 

Mental Health. Students who choose this project will participate in a photo project 

where they will be taking pictures of places in the school that represent their answers to 

questions. This is a voluntary experience and their decision to participate or not will not 

impact their grade. The project falls under the Native Studies 30 curriculum; however, 

students who decide not to participate in this project will choose another project that will 

not be connected to the research. This way all students are still learning and 

demonstrating their knowledge of course outcomes. 

 

How to contact the researchers: 

If you want to talk to the researchers, or have questions about the research, Dr. Angela 

Snowshoe can be contacted by phone at (306) 585-4509 or by email at 

Angela.Snowshoe@uregina.ca. If you would rather talk to another member of the 

research team, you can contact either Dr. JoLee Sasakamoose by phoning (306) 585-

4540 or by email at JoLee.Sasakamoose@uregina.ca or Ms. Rhonda Stevenson by 

phoning (306) 523- 3218 or by email at Rhonda.Stevenson@rbe.sk.ca 

 

Sincerely,  

Rhonda Stevenson 

 

 

 

 

 



wāpikwanīn  116 

 

 

Appendix C 

Recruitment Message Script 

We are requesting your assistance with a research study by a researcher at the University 

of Regina on the importance of cultural spaces for First Nations youth mental wellness. 

We feel that is important that we give First Nations youth the opportunity to have their 

voices heard in regards to culturally-meaningful spaces at their school. As such, all 

students enrolled in the Native Studies course at [name of high school] are being asked if 

they would like to participate in the study. If you are interested in participating, you will 

be asked to complete two short surveys on culture and connectedness, to take photos of 

culturally-meaning places in your school, and to discuss these places as a group which 

will require approximately three regular school classroom sessions. Your participation in 

this research study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw from the research 

project at any time. You should also know that your decision whether to participate in 

the study will not impact your grades or access to any other services at your school. Do 

you have any questions?  

I will now be handing around a form where you will be asked whether you are interested 

in participating in this research project. Carefully read through the form. If you do not 

have any questions, please indicate whether to agree or do not agree to participate in the 

study. 
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Appendix D 

Student Participant Consent Form 

 

Study Title: The Concept and Role of Place for First Nations Youth Mental Wellness 

Participant Consent Form 

 

You are being asked to participate in a study about the importance of culturally 

meaningful places for First Nations students at [name of high school]. We want to use 

the results of this study to understand how culturally meaningful places are important to 

First Nations peoples’ mental health and wellness.  

What is this study about: 

We want to understand more about how culturally meaningful places can be used in 

ways to be better meet the mental health needs of First Nations youth in school and 

counselling settings.  

How the research will be used: 

The research will be used to inform possible changes to the physical design of spaces in 

high schools and universities.  

Why we want to ask you questions: 

We need to know how the places in your school and your experience of culturally 

meaningful places impact your mental wellness from your perspectives as a student at 

[name of high school].  

How are we doing this research: 

We are asking students from [name of high school] currently enrolled in the Native 

Studies course to participate in an activity called Photovoice. Photovoice is a way that 

students are be able to express their experiences of culturally meaningful spaces at [name 

of high school] using photos. We will do a short survey (which will take approximately 

5-10 minutes) about adolescent connectedness prior to asking you to take photos of 

places that are culturally meaningful to you at [name of high school] l. There will be two 

classes during your Native Studies course that will be used as opportunities for you to 

take photos. After all your photos are taken, there will be one class where you will have 

the opportunity to talk about your photos within your peer group,. Although the research 
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study will occur during regular class times, you will have the opportunity to take photos 

or another similar activity even if you do not wish to participate in the research study. 

Whether you choose to participate in the research study or not, your decision will in 

no way influence your grades for your Native Studies course. This means that your 

participation is completely voluntary.  

Your rights: 

If you don’t feel comfortable answering a question, it is okay to say that you prefer not to 

answer. If you don’t want the researcher to use a particular thing you said in the report, 

you can say so. If you want to stop the interview at any time and leave, that is okay too.  

Confidentiality and the researcher’s responsibilities: 

The researcher has to obey the law. The law says that people are required to report if 

they suspect that a child is in need of protection. The researcher has to keep anything 

else you say confidential, that is, the researcher will not tell anyone what you said and 

your name will never appear in any report as a participant in this study, or next to your 

words in any report. Your words (without your name) might be used in a report, so if you 

are worried that your particular story could identify you, you can let the researcher know 

not to use it.  

The researcher will keep all notes and recordings of the interview in a safe place where 

no one else can have access.  

Duty to Protect: 

There are some exceptions to confidentiality, however. By law, the research team may 

have to disclose information about a participant under the following circumstances: 

1. If there is a risk to a clearly identifiable person or groups of person 

2. If there is a risk of serious bodily injury, death, or serious psychological harm 

3. If there is an element of imminent danger 

 

Storage of information: 

Once the study is over, the recordings, transcripts and notes from your surveys, 

Photovoice, and/or Focus Group will be securely stored for 5 years at the University of 

Regina. Once 5 years has elapsed, all recordings, transcripts and notes will be 

professionally destroyed to further protect your privacy. 
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Risks: 

Sometimes, talking about counselling and mental health issues can bring back painful 

memories about something that has happened to you or someone you know.  The 

researcher will give you a list of organizations you can contact for help if you need it.  

Ethics approval: 

The study and all its protocols have received ethics approval from the University of 

Regina Research Ethics Board. 

How to contact the researchers: 

If you want to talk to the researchers, or have questions about the research, Dr. Angela 

Snowshoe can be contacted by phone at (306) 585-4509 or by email at 

Angela.Snowshoe@uregina.ca. If you would rather talk to another member of the 

research team, you can contact either Dr. JoLee Sasakamoose by phoning (306) 585-

4540 or by email at JoLee.Sasakamoose@uregina.ca or Ms. Rhonda Stevenson by 

phoning (306) 523- 3218 or by email at Rhonda.Stevenson@rbe.sk.ca 

Who to talk to if you have concerns about your rights: 

If you have any concerns about your rights or your experiences while participating in this 

study, you can contact Ara Steininger, Research Compliance Officer at the University of 

Regina by phone at (306) 337-3238 or email ara.steininger@uregina.ca  
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Please check off what you agree with and understand and sign your name: 

 I agree to be a participant for this study and know that my responses, 

photos, and comments will be confidential  

 

 I agree to having my comments during the Focus Group (i.e., peer group 

discussion) audio-recorded and transcribed 

 

 I understand that I do not have to answer any question if I don’t want to 

 

 I understand that I can end my participation in this study at any time and 

this decision will not impact to my grades or counselling or traditional 

Elder services in any way 

 

 I understand that my decision to participate in this study is not a 

requirement for my schooling and thus will not influence my grades  

 

 I understand that according to the law, the researcher must report to the 

authorities any knowledge of a child in need of protection 

  I am interested in hearing about the final results of the study when they  

  are ready. If so, the best way to contact me is: 

 

(e-mail or mailing address)___________________________________________ 

 

Print Name: _________________________________________________ 

Signature:  _________________________________________________ 

Date:   _________________________________________________ 

Please Note: The original form will be kept securely on file at the University of 

Regina and you will receive a copy of the original for your records. 

 

Researcher’s Printer Name: _______________________________________________ 

  

Researcher’s Signature:  _______________________________________________ 

 

Date:                                       _______________________________________________ 
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Appendix E 

Student Participant Photo Consent Form Template 

Study Title: The Concept and Role of Place for First Nations Youth Mental Wellness 

Photo Release Form: To Include Participants’ Photos in the Research Project 

 

By signing this form, you are indicating whether you would like any photos from 

Photovoice to be used or not in any reports or publications that follow from the research 

project. 

 

Please check off what you agree with and understand and sign your name: 

 

 I AGREE to the use photos in reports or publications, but understand that 

my name or identity will not be linked to any photos 

 

 I DO NOT AGREE to the use photos in any reports or publications 

 

Print Name: _________________________________________________ 

 

Signature:  _________________________________________________ 

 

Date:   _________________________________________________ 

 

Please Note: The original form will be kept securely on file at the University of 

Regina and you will receive a copy of the original for your records. 

 

 

Researcher’s Printer Name: _______________________________________________ 

  

Researcher’s Signature:  _______________________________________________ 

 

Date:                                       _______________________________________________ 

 

 

 

How to contact the researchers: 

If you want to talk to the researchers, or have questions about the research, Dr. Angela 

Snowshoe can be contacted by phone at (306) 585-4509 or by email at 

Angela.Snowshoe@uregina.ca. If you would rather talk to another member of the 

research team, you can contact either Dr. JoLee Sasakamoose by phoning (306) 585-

4540 or by email at JoLee.Sasakamoose@uregina.ca or Ms. Rhonda Stevenson by 

phoning (306) 523- 3218 or by email at Rhonda.Stevenson@rbe.sk.ca 

 

 

mailto:Rhonda.Stevenson@rbe.sk.ca
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Appendix F 

Conversation Template: Cultural Photos 

 

Study Title: The Concept and Role of Place for First Nations Youth Mental 

Wellness 

 

This document outlines some of the key points that photographers should discuss with 

communities.  

 

*Conversation to have prior to taking any pictures of cultural sites, 

knowledge, and practices, by the appropriate people within the 

community (e.g. Traditional Elders, Leadership, and Knowledge 

Keepers). Before you take any photos, you should consult with 

community members to determine who you should speak to about these 

matters.* 

 

I am taking pictures for The Concept and Role of Place for First Nations Youth Mental 

Health research project. This Photovoice project is being conducted to better understand 

my feelings and thoughts about the importance of cultural places at [name of high 

school]and my experience of who I am and where. The photographs taken will be used 

for discussion with the research team (i.e., Dr. Angela Snowshoe, Dr. JoLee 

Sasakamoose, and Ms. Rhonda Stevenson) and myself to illustrate ideas of what 

represents mental health for me in my community. The pictures may also be used in 

publications and presentations about the project.  

 

I am hoping to take pictures within the community, but am aware that there are some 

things that I should not be taking photos of (e.g. particular sites, ceremonies, and 

practices). I am hoping to start a conversation about what is appropriate to photograph 

and what is not. 
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Appendix G 

Modified Photovoice Prompts 

 

1. Take pictures of places where you feel like you belong inside or outside of the school 

2. Take pictures of places where you see your culture represented inside or outside of the 

school 

3. Take pictures of places that are special to you?  

 

Participants will be given topics such as: 

Take pictures of spaces, items, or cultural places and how these things represent you in 

the school 

Take pictures of things that represent you in the school 

Take pictures of spaces you feel you can be yourself at school 

Take pictures that show what it’s like to be a student at your school 

Take pictures of places in the school that represent your culture 

Take pictures of places where you feel a sense of belonging in the school 
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Appendix H 

Prompts for Padlet 

 

This place reminds me of… 

I like this place because… 

This place is meaningful to me because … 

This place reminds me of… 
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Appendix I 

Conversation Prompts 

 

Tell me about your photo 

I see ____in your photo, tell me what this means to you 

Tell me about any feelings you had in taking this photo  

Share a story about a memory or special event for why you took this photo 

What do these photos mean to you? 
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Appendix J 

Student Participant Debriefing Script  

 

We are so grateful for your participation in the research study – your feedback and input 

has been incredibly valuable! As we talked about before, we are doing this project in 

order to better understand the importance of culture for First Nations youth in school 

settings with a goal of improving the mental health approaches for First Nations youth, 

their families, and their communities. Now that the research tasks are complete, I am 

wondering if you have any questions about what you did here today or more generally 

about the research study? Are you still comfortable with us including your comments 

and photos in this project?  

 

We are very happy to provide you with results from this project – would you like us to 

email them to you when we finish this work? If “yes,” please complete the following 

form and include your email address or another good way that we can reach you when 

the results are ready. 

 

We know we talked about some big topics today – we have this list of resources if you 

wanted to get more cultural or mental health support. Please hang onto this resource list 

even if you feel that you don’t need it right now; you might find the list helpful for you 

in the future: 
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Study Title: The Concept and Role of Place for First Nations Youth Mental Wellness 

 

 Student Mental Health Resource List 

 

Here is a list of some local mental health resources that you might find helpful: 

Elder [name] 

Elder [name} 

[Names of] Guidance Counsellors 

[Name of Indigenous Advocate] 

Child and Youth Services  306-766-6700 

Mobile Crisis Unit (24 hrs)  306-757-0127 

HealthLine (24 hrs)   811 

Kids Help Phone (24 hrs)  1-800-668-6868 

Regina Crisis/Suicide Line (24 hrs) 306-525-5333 

Greystone Bereavement Centre  306-766-6946 

 




