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Abstract 
 

Drawing upon critical perspectives, this qualitative multiple-case study examines the 

self-perceived identities, perceptions and pedagogical practices of four experienced (5+ 

years of service), white settler teachers currently teaching in an urban school division 

located in the province of Saskatchewan, Canada. This study explores two research 

questions: How do the identities of white settler teachers shape their perceptions of race 

and language? How do these perceptions construct their pedagogical practices? 

Through analysis of interview data, this study illustrates the ways in which white settler 

teachers reproduce discourses of whiteness to maintain colonial racial and linguistic 

hierarchies in settler schools today. Findings demonstrate that white settler teachers do 

not recognize the significance of their racial and linguistic identities and privilege, 

perceiving their identities to be neutral and standard rather than historically and socially 

constructed. Colonial discourses of Otherness are present as participants discuss their 

understanding of difference in student achievement, belonging and home support of the 

Othered identities within their classrooms. Drawing upon these findings, I consider how 

whiteness, as an invisible undercurrent within settler schools, is maintained through 

“common sense” perceptions, practices and pedagogical practices of white settler 

teachers. Furthermore, I discuss how naturalized colonial discourses are comfortable in 

conversations amongst white settler teachers and act in a concealed manner to maintain 

inequity in schools today. 

 
Key Terms: white settler, settler colonialism, pedagogy, racism, teacher identity, settler 

schools, whiteness, white privilege 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

If you were to walk into my classroom today, you would notice a welcome 

display on our door. Inspired by a new picture book, our door reads, “You have a place 

here. You have a space here. All are welcome here” (Penfold, 2018). Surrounding this 

purposeful message are hand drawn self-portraits of each of my students, cut out and 

arranged haphazardly. Dispersed amongst the portraits are a few coloured flags, an idea 

suggested by my students after they noticed flags in the illustrations of the book. 

Next to our welcome display, you would notice a laminated sign, intentionally 

placed at student eye-level that reminds anyone walking into our classroom: We 

acknowledge that our classroom community is located on Treaty Four territory, the 

traditional lands of the Saulteaux, Dakota, Nakota, Lakota and on the homeland of the 

Métis Nation. Our learning experiences focus on acknowledging, respecting and 

honouring the Treaties that were made on all territories, and gaining a deeper 

understanding of the harms and mistakes of the past. As young learners, we are 

committed to moving forward by building relationships in the spirit of reconciliation and 

collaboration.  

Stepping into our classroom, looking past the desks arranged in groups of four, 

you would see a display of picture books lined up next to a poster with a bright orange t-

shirt. It is September, and between establishing our classroom routines and getting to 

know each other, we will begin to talk about Orange Shirt Day and what it means to us 

today. The picture books foreshadow our future lessons and the difficult conversations 

we will engage in together in the following weeks. 
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Depending on the day of your visit, you may get the opportunity to meet Kokum. 

Once a week, she wanders into each classroom to visit, with a cup of coffee and a big 

smile on her face. Sometimes, my students and I stop our learning activities to sit and 

listen to Kokum as she shares stories or important lessons about life. Other days, Kokum 

invites small groups of students and teachers to take part in an Indigenous smudging 

ceremony, a newly permitted practice in our school division within the past year.  

Walking into my classroom, you are likely to sense the changes happening in 

Saskatchewan learning spaces today. As a teacher within an urban public school division 

in Saskatchewan, my classroom looks and sounds significantly different than it did ten 

years ago when I began my teaching career. It has been just over three years since the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) released a final report outlining 

94 Calls to Action. This September marked our fourth year of recognizing Orange Shirt 

Day on September 30th as a teaching opportunity to talk to students about the events and 

legacy of the residential school system. Since the release of the final report in June 2015, 

many schools and school divisions across Saskatchewan shifted their focus to developing 

goals to support the Calls to Action that address our Canadian education system as a key 

component in moving forward together. As a teacher I have noticed many changes 

happening around me, both great and small, as school divisions and teachers commit to 

reconciliation.   

Across Saskatchewan, school divisions are implementing the KAIROS Canada 

Blanket Exercise, through professional development seminars with personnel at a school 

board level, teachers, and support staff, to provide professionals with an accurate 
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portrayal of the historical relationship between settlers and Indigenous peoples. As of 

last year, my school division introduced new protocol, and smudging ceremonies, led by 

our school based elders, are now permitted to take place within our schools. Across the 

province, teachers are turning to social media to share the ways they are making 

reconciliation present in their classroom.  

Living in an era of truth and reconciliation, it is easy to get wrapped up in the 

momentum of positive change and overlook the invisible undercurrent of whiteness that 

persists in settler schools today. Although these changes reflect positive steps forward, it 

is important to consider whether school communities are ready to embrace the depth of 

change required in reimagining and restructuring our schools as ethical and equitable 

spaces for all students. Any possibilities that we imagine for the future must be grounded 

within an honest and critical reading of the ways in which settler schools continue to 

serve ongoing systems of colonialism.  

 

Situating Myself as a Researcher 

 The nature of qualitative research requires an investment of self, and situating 

myself as a researcher allows me to identify how ‘who I am’ has ultimately shaped my 

research process (Birks, 2014). I must first recognize and acknowledge the ways that 

colonial ideologies have shaped my identity, and understanding of myself, as a white 

settler living on the prairies. Through my research, I have come to understand my 

identity as discursively constructed within the historical and contemporary context of 

settler colonialism and shaped by a persisting ideological structure carefully maintained 
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to uphold white/colonizer superiority above all (Cote-Meek, 2014; Thobani, 2007). I do 

not view myself as a neutral, ‘unmarked’ being, but rather as a white settler with a 

historical and racialized identity. A critical reading of my lived experiences is an 

important step in understanding how my identity and understanding of myself (and my 

participants) is shaped within a settler colonial context. The influence of settler 

colonialism is threaded throughout all facets of my life.  

I was born and raised in a small, rural city in Saskatchewan, located on Treaty 

Six territory. In my community, I was privileged to have my racial and linguistic identity 

mirrored throughout my family, friends, and the majority of members within the 

community. Growing up in a community where everyone looks the same, sounds the 

same and believes in the same things fosters a sense that ‘we’ are all the same, or in 

other words, ‘we’ are the norm. Living in a community of white settlers, I was socialized 

to not see myself as a racialized and historical being, but rather to define myself by ‘who 

I am not’. I understood race and difference as innate characteristics belonging to people 

who were not white, English speaking and Christian.  

My understanding of Others, or other people who I am not, was shaped by a 

steady stream of national narratives, multiculturalism and origin mythology; all held 

together and confirmed by naturalized racist discourses fluent within my family, 

community and schools at the time. Differences in family histories and pioneer 

beginnings amongst ourselves as white settlers were erased, and the community as a 

whole was collectively perceived as a homogenous group of people with the same 

intrinsic value. My familial and community narratives reinforced beliefs in meritocracy, 



	

	

5 

equal opportunity for all and generations of valuing hard work and “pioneer grit.” 

National narratives allowed me to proudly identify as Ukrainian and Swedish, yet 

simultaneously belong within my community without being ‘marked’ as different. My 

educational experiences in settler schools reinforced parallel values, as my schools were 

constructed as white spaces where Eurocentric historical perspectives were positioned as 

“truth.” My school experience did little to disrupt how I came to understand my place 

within settler society, but rather reinforced my understanding by excluding critical pieces 

of history from my learning experiences. National origin stories in curriculum positioned 

European settlers as the rightful claimants of the land, erasing all acts of colonial 

violence post-contact, and temporally locating First Nations people as existing in a pre-

modern time (Dion, 2007; Razack, 2002). Through these narratives, along with 

memories shared of my pioneer ancestors, I established my understanding of my 

relationship to this land without recognizing the significance of my historical and 

racialized identity.  

As mentioned earlier, I have been a classroom teacher for the past ten years in a 

large, urban public school division. I began my studies as a graduate student in 2013 at 

the University of Regina, and my experience has been a journey of unpacking my 

commonsense beliefs as a teacher and learning to recognize how colonialism manifests 

within my life and the spaces where I teach. The critical and anti-oppressive approach of 

my courses opened space and time within my life to engage in critical conversations with 

other teachers and challenge me to examine my own identity as a white settler in 

Saskatchewan. I refer to this time in my life as a journey to depict my unlearning and 
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learning as a process that encompasses many conversations, moments of tension and 

discomfort, and time spent reading and reflecting. As a graduate student, my courses 

challenged me to understand who I am as a white settler and how my identity has been 

constructed within ongoing settler colonialism.  

In the summer of 2015, I had the opportunity to take part in an Anti-Oppressive 

Institute for graduate students where our conversations focused on teacher activism and 

social justice in our classrooms. In our first class together we were required to reflect on 

an opening prompt – Who we are has an impact on how we see the world, so who do you 

think you are? During that summer, I came across a quote from DiAngelo (2016) that 

resonated with me as I entered into a new school year inspired to create change – “in a 

society in which race clearly matters, our race profoundly shapes us and if we want to 

challenge it, we have to make an honest accounting of how it manifests in our own lives 

and in the society around us” (p. 24).  Drawing on DiAngelo’s words, I consciously 

began to pay attention to the ways colonialism continued to shape the spaces around me, 

particularly within the school environment and classroom where I spent my days as a 

teacher.   

 

Coming to the Question 

  Prior to beginning my research, I had many questions that I felt I needed to 

answer. During my journey of learning and unlearning as a graduate student, I began to 

pay attention to the conversations amongst teachers in my professional environment, 

particularly in isolated white settler spaces. It’s important to note, that as a white settler 
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teacher, working with other predominantly white settler teachers, it is often that I find 

myself in isolated white social interactions. Sometimes these isolated interactions happen 

publically such as in a staff meeting or during table conversation at a professional 

development session. Other times, these isolated interactions happen behind closed 

classroom doors or during evening social gatherings after work. At the time, I did not 

recognize the significance of these “spaces” within schools, but I felt that these isolated 

opportunities allowed white settler teachers to “talk freely” and say things that likely 

wouldn’t be said in a large group setting. For me, it was difficult to identify exactly what 

was harmful or wrong in my conversations, but I recognized the “tension” within me as I 

navigated through these spaces. Through my research, I have come to recognize how 

“race is at play in all interactions, and perhaps most powerfully when it appears to be 

absent” (DiAngelo, 2016, p. 335). As I reflect on my experiences, I did not recognize the 

significance of these isolated social interactions because I perceived ‘race’ to be absent 

within these spaces (DiAngelo, 2016). Gaining a deeper understanding of myself as a 

historical and racialized being has not been a straightforward process, but rather a 

journey I have set out for myself to gain a deeper understanding of who I am. An 

important piece of my learning is realizing that “there is no innocent space” (Schick & 

St. Denis, 2005, p. 311) in settler schools and society. 

My experiences led to many unanswered questions for me as a teacher and future 

researcher as I considered the best way to “disrupt” or “trouble” the seemingly innocent, 

yet discomforting, beliefs present in my professional conversations. What does it mean to 

“unsettle” settlers? From what position are we attempting to “unsettle” from? Which 
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discourses continue to inform and shape our perceptions of our identity? Why are people 

so invested in keeping things the same in schools? My research questions emerged out of 

a desire to gain a deeper understanding of my own complicity within colonialism and 

how to make a difference in my school spaces.  

  

Research Questions & Purpose 

The purpose of my qualitative study is to examine the self-perceived identities, 

perceptions and pedagogical practices of white settler teachers currently teaching in 

elementary classrooms in an urban school division located in the province of 

Saskatchewan, Canada. The four participants in this study teach at different schools 

within an urban school division. Throughout my writing, my four participants will be 

referred to as Tammy, Jennifer, Amber and Laura (a pseudonym has been selected for 

each participant). Data collection took place over a three-month period (February 2016 – 

April 2016) using one-on-one, semi-structured interviews with participants. The data 

collection methods, and data analysis coding procedures, of my study were informed by 

many sources (Creswell, 2015; Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2013; Yin, 2014), and the 

decisions I made throughout my study were intentional and focused on the aims of my 

research. 

 This study focuses on the following research questions: How do the identities of 

white settler teachers shape their perceptions of race and language? How do these 

perceptions construct their pedagogical practices? 

Supporting Questions: 
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• How do practicing (5+ years experience) white settler teachers describe their own 

racial and linguistic identities?  

• How do white settler teachers describe their perceptions towards racial and 

linguistic diversity in their classrooms?  

 

Situating My Research  

 To situate my study, I begin by examining the changing demographics in our 

province, why this change is significant in Saskatchewan classrooms, and four recent 

happenings that have fostered conversations around race and language in schools today. 

As mentioned, the site of this study is an urban centre in the province of Saskatchewan. 

Although it is difficult to find statistics related to the racial and linguistic identities of 

Saskatchewan teachers, each of my participants spoke of the teaching population, in the 

school division where my study takes place, as comprised of predominantly white settler 

teachers. This is significant considering the changing demographics of the racial and 

linguistic identities of students represented in schools today. The population is growing 

in Saskatchewan as a result of the 90,000 new immigrants settling in the province since 

2007; a trend also reflected in the large urban school divisions (Keatings et al., 2012; 

Pushor & Amendt, 2018). Within the past ten years, there has been an increasing number 

of English as an Additional Language (EAL) students placed in both Regina and 

Saskatoon public school classrooms; over 60 different languages and 73 countries of 

origin are now represented in urban schools (Anderson & Tilbury, 2014). Of these new 

students, over 50% “speak neither official language upon arrival, and require support for 
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school transitions, cultural adjustments, family needs, as well as English language 

learning” (Pushor & Amendt, 2018, p. 204). Within Regina Public School Division, self-

declared Indigenous students also account for 19% of the student population in 

elementary and high schools; a statistic that is present in conversations prioritizing 

Indigenous student retention and achievement (Regina Public Schools, 2017).  

As a teacher myself, there is an evident mismatch between the racial and 

linguistic identity I bring into my classroom each day (as a white settler, monolingual 

English-speaker) and the identities represented in the student population. I rely on 

statistics of language and self-declared identities to situate my study, because I struggle 

to find the terms to adequately describe the difference in race present in classrooms 

today. This is due, in part, to being socialized into societal rules about not talking about 

racial differences, and instead relying on speaking about difference in terms of language 

and culture. This is further complicated by the terms and categories we rely on in 

Saskatchewan school divisions to talk about difference; these terms are present in the 

classroom descriptions of my participants. Language learners (students who speak a 

language other than English or French) are referred to as English as an Additional 

Language (EAL) students and are coded within our systems as such. Students who 

identify as First Nations and Métis are described as “Indigenous” in my school division, 

and families are asked to self-declare Indigenous ancestry. The remaining student 

identities, who continue to go unnamed and uncategorized, are English-speaking white 

settlers of European ancestry. Consequently, the three categories in which we organize 

students into include: Indigenous students (First Nation and Métis), EAL students 



	

	

11 

(language learners, first language is not English), and “everyone else” (the unnamed, 

norm). Although it may seem uncomfortable to talk about these categories, they are 

frequently used to organize achievement results, justify the allocation of funding and 

supports needed and describe classroom compositions (as demonstrated with my 

participants).  

Although racial differences are uncomfortable to talk about, there are four 

changes that have happened within the past ten years that have pushed teachers to 

recognize and notice difference within their classrooms. First, in 2008 Treaty Education 

was mandated in Saskatchewan schools and for the first time, teachers were required to 

teach about Indigenous culture, treaty making, and settlement in Canada in a way that 

challenged dominant national myths. Up to that point, in my experience, conversations 

focused on incorporating Indigenous content into curriculum, but it was not so explicitly 

required before changes were mandated in 2008. Studies demonstrate the discomfort of 

teachers with teaching treaty outcomes in years leading up to and following the 

mandated change (Couros et al., 2013; Hildebrandt et al., 2016; Tupper, 2011; Tupper & 

Cappello, 2008).  

Second, within my own school division, changes were implemented in 2012 that 

required all elementary EAL students to attend their “neighbourhood schools.” Up to that 

point, many students who first arrived in Canada were placed in “sector schools” where 

supports and programs were provided to specifically identify and meet the needs of new 

language learners. Since this change in 2012, many elementary classrooms have had an 

increase in language learners. I suggest that this change has been a learning experience 
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for many teachers, who in the past have not had to adapt instruction to meet the needs of 

students who do not yet speak English.  

Third, the Saskatchewan Education Strategic Sector Plan (ESSP) was introduced 

by the Saskatchewan government in 2014 to establish goals for student achievement in 

the province. The Saskatchewan ESSP reflected the increasing percentage of Indigenous 

students moving into provincial schools, and concerns of achievement gaps in literacy 

and low graduation rates were identified as a priority (Government of Saskatchewan, 

2017). Schools across the province began engaging in conversations about how to 

increase the achievement and support of Indigenous students in Saskatchewan. As a 

teacher, this meant that I focused on identifying who the Indigenous students were in my 

classroom and “paying attention” to factors that may be preventing them from achieving 

in school. The Saskatchewan Education Strategic Sector Plan continues to focus on 

Indigenous achievement today and the plan outlines goals until 2020 (Government of 

Saskatchewan, 2017).  

Finally, the release of the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission in 2015 renewed educational focus on the achievement gap of Indigenous 

students, the importance of treaty education, and how schools in Canada can move 

forward in recognizing the Calls to Actions for education. In my introduction, I 

mentioned many of the changes happening within schools as a reflection of 

conversations around reconciliation. The term “reconciliation” continues to be a used as 

a focus in my current school division.  
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Considering all of these changes, and the racial and linguistic identities in our 

classrooms, we are at a turning point in Saskatchewan that provides school divisions 

with the opportunity to critically reflect upon inequitable practices, pedagogy and 

perceptions established within schools. I view my research as timely and relevant within 

the context of all these considerations for Saskatchewan schools and a critical piece 

moving forward in this era of truth and reconciliation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



	

	

14 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 

Within this chapter, I provide an overview of three areas of literature that shape 

my understanding as a white settler, educator and researcher. The works of the scholars 

within this chapter have guided my purpose for this research and continually challenge 

me to examine my lens and understand my complicity within colonialism. Their voices 

give me the words to recognize and name ongoing colonialism in society and 

pedagogical violence in educational spaces. To situate my study, I draw upon three areas 

of literature related to my research topic of white settler teacher identities: 1) 

Conceptualizing Settler Colonialism; 2) Ongoing Forms of Pedagogical Violence in 

Settler Schools; and 3) Understanding and Disrupting Whiteness.  

Cote-Meek (2014) states, “we need to understand the past in order to understand 

the present and also to understand where we are going in the future” (p. 25). These three 

areas of literature are valuable for understanding the past and how it influences the 

shaping of the education system, commonsense beliefs, practices, and pedagogy of 

teachers today. I begin by examining the structure, ideology and ongoing legacy of 

settler colonialism as conceptualized by different scholars. It is important to situate the 

current educational system in Canada within the context of settler colonialism. Second, I 

draw upon research that illustrates ongoing pedagogical violence in educational spaces 

through normalized practices, curriculum valuing Eurocentric knowledge systems, and 

discourses of Otherness in pedagogical approaches. I conclude with a focus on 

approaches aimed at challenging and disrupting whiteness in teachers and some terms 

that are useful in explaining how whiteness is maintained in educational spaces.  
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Conceptualizing Settler Colonialism 

It is important to begin by situating this study within the context of settler 

colonialism. Throughout my writing, any discussion of racism, privilege, relationships 

and identities must be understood within the context of settler colonialism as an ongoing 

and incomplete project (Tuck, McKenzie & McCoy, 2014). As a researcher, I understand 

settler colonialism as encompassing four dimensions, “it concerns land, requires a 

specific structure of ideology to proceed, it is violent, it is ongoing” (Cote-Meek, 2014, 

p. 18). Central to settler colonialism is the pursuit of land and space by colonizers, which 

makes settler colonialism distinctly different from exploitation colonialism, which is 

often referred to and theorized as ‘colonialism’ by post-colonial scholars (Tuck & Yang, 

2012; Veracini, 2011). For the purpose of this study, I will use the term colonialism in 

reference to settler colonialism. Tuck et al. (2014) describe settler colonialism as “a form 

of colonization in which outsiders come to land inhabited by Indigenous peoples and 

claim it as their own new home” (p. 6). Tuck & Yang (2012) discuss the importance of 

land in settler colonialism as a means of establishing a structure of violence towards 

Indigenous peoples: 

Land is what is most valuable, contested, required. This is both because the 

settlers make Indigenous land their new home and source of capital, and also 

because the disruption of Indigenous relationships to the land represents a 

profound epistemic, ontological, cosmological violence. This violence is not 

temporally contained in the arrival of the settler but is reasserted each day of 

reoccupation. This is why Patrick Wolfe (1999) emphasizes that settler 
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colonialism is a structure and not an event. In a process of settler colonialism, 

land is remade into property and human relationships to land are restricted to the 

relationship of the owner to his property. (p. 5) 

Patrick Wolfe (2006) is frequently referenced by scholars stating, “invasion is a 

structure, not an event” (p. 388) in regards to settler colonialism (Calderon, 2014; 

Morgensen, 2011; Tuck et al., 2014; Veracini, 2011). Disrupting Indigenous 

relationships to the land creates a “unique, complex, and hierarchical relationship that is 

locked in place between the colonizers and the colonized” (Cote-Meek, 2014, p. 19), 

held in place through a specific structure of ideology as the settler society develops. This 

Eurocentric ideology is used to (re)inscribe the racial hierarchy as settler societies evolve 

over time.  

The ideology of “Otherness” is key to establishing and maintaining the racial 

hierarchy in settler societies that positions the colonizers as superior. The colonized are 

continually positioned as the Other and stand “against the construction of the white 

colonist as superior, all-knowing, civilized and capable of holding in place ongoing 

colonial, imperial and racist practices that become normalized” (Cote-Meek, 2014, p. 

20). The colonizer needs to create distance between themselves and the colonized (Cote-

Meek, 2014); therefore, discourses racialize bodies by marking them as the racial Others 

based on skin colour (Pirbhai-Illich, Pete & Martin, 2017). Drawing upon the work of 

Memmi (1965) and Said (1994), Cote-Meek (2014) understands settler colonialism as 

creating an “implacable dependence” that chains settlers to the Indigenous peoples. In 

Canada, construction of white settlers depends upon maintaining the inferior position of 
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the Others; therefore, the notion of inferiority is upheld through ideology of Otherness 

(Cote-Meek, 2014). The superiority of white settler identity depends upon the structure 

of Otherness ideologies held in place through racist discourses about the inferiority of 

Indigenous peoples and other racialized populations (Cote-Meek, 2014). Thobani (2007) 

describes the relational process of white settler identity formation: 

Given that processes of identity formation are relational, and given that [white 

settler] identity becomes insulated in the ‘encounters’ between [white settlers] 

and their various others, the identity of this subject remains inherently and 

enduringly unstable. It can be realized (fleetingly) only in its ongoing strange 

encounters with its differentiated others. This identity cannot be stabilized in 

perpetuity; it cannot be positively fixed once and for all as an identity-for-itself, 

as an identity-in-itself. It other words, [white settler] identities cannot find 

positive closure. (p.18)  

Canada encompasses a complex series of relationships and identities that escape 

fitting into neat categories. Whiteness is socially constructed and what it means to be a 

‘white settler’ evolves over time to adapt to the needs of upholding settler superiority. It 

is essential to understand how the identity of white settlers, as colonizers, will always be 

unstable and dependent upon the inferior positioning of Others (Schick & St. Denis, 

2005; Thobani, 2007). With this understanding of white settler identity, it is important 

that I ask two questions - who do white settlers, in Canada today, know themselves to be 

and how much does an identity of dominance rely on keeping Others firmly in place 

(Razack, 2002)?  
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As a researcher, I draw upon the descriptions of Cote-Meek (2014) and Battiste 

(2013) to understand how colonial ideologies continue to shape the white 

settler/Indigenous hierarchical relationship today. The colonial racial hierarchy that has 

been maintained since the time of European contact is complex, evolving and adaptable; 

however, the ideology of settler colonialism continues to position white settlers at the top 

and Indigenous peoples at the bottom (Battiste, 2013; Cote-Meek, 2014; Thobani, 2007). 

The positioning of Indigenous peoples at the bottom of the “socially and culturally 

constructed hierarchy in Canadian and Saskatchewan society” (Battiste, 2013, p. 127) 

reflects the structure of the colonizer/colonized relationship as described earlier. 

Indigenous peoples in Canada are constructed differently than racialized Others “who 

actually have no real or imagined Indigenous ties to the land and resources” (Cote-Meek, 

2014, p. 20). This does not mean that colonial violence does not inflict injury and trauma 

to Othered marginalized groups in society; however, Indigenous peoples, and their 

powerful relationship to this land, will always remain a threat to the colonial superiority 

in Canada. In this sense, racist discourses are not only pervasive, but also required to 

continually position Indigenous peoples as inferior and justify the place of all settlers on 

this land. As settlers in Canada, generations of non-European settlers and newcomers 

similarly take up colonial discourses and disposition towards of Indigenous peoples, and 

they are implicated in the ongoing displacement on Indigenous lands (Thobani, 2007; 

Sterzuk & Hengen, 2018).  

Racism is a colonial tool that is rooted deeply within settler colonial society. This 

notion is helpful in understanding why racism is ever-present through history and 
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persists within society today. Racism exists within the construction of white settler 

identity, as the racialized construction of Others helps white settlers, like me, to 

understand who we are and our place in the social world. As a product of this ideology, 

racism has been a dominant force throughout the history of Canada, and the social 

construct of “race” in European consciousness has been used to justify oppressive 

policies and practices throughout history (Battiste, 2013). Racialization of Others is used 

to maintain white privilege in Canada and it allows white settlers to keep Others firmly 

in place. 

Violence of National Myths. 

As a white settler, born and raised in Saskatchewan, I have contemplated the 

discursive silencing of these violent colonial events in my educational experiences. The 

national mythologies presented throughout my years in Saskatchewan public school 

unremittingly upheld Canada as an accepting, welcoming and multicultural country with 

triumphant and peaceful beginnings. My experience as a student in Saskatchewan 

reflects how national myths are powerful in shaping a nation’s identity. I view national 

myths as serving the needs of colonial ideology in the present moment. National myths 

are adaptable and change over time to create a sense of identity amongst white settlers 

and justify their privileged position throughout Canada’s history and in present day 

society.  

 Many scholars have written about the violence inflicted through national origin 

stories and how they have been used to discursively mask colonial events throughout 
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history (Dion, 2007; Lawrence, 2002; Razack, 2002; Thobani, 2007; Vowel, 2016). 

Lawrence (2002) describes how national myths relate to national identity: 

In order for Canada to have a viable national identity, the histories of Indigenous 

nations, in all their diversity and longevity, must be erased. Furthermore, in order 

to maintain Canadian’s self-image as a fundamentally “decent” people innocent 

of any wrongdoing, the historical record of how land was acquired – the forcible 

and relentless dispossession of Indigenous peoples, the theft of the territories, and 

the policies designed to effect their total disappearance as peoples – must also be 

erased. (p. 24) 

Masking the violence of colonialism continues to require a “rewriting” of history 

in a sense, and national myths have shaped the perceptions of Canada’s origin for many 

years. These myths, retold time and time again, have been used to foster national unity of 

white settlers throughout history and shape the dominant historical perspective in 

classrooms for many years (Razack, 2002; Thobani, 2007; Vowel, 2016). National origin 

myths serve colonial ideology in a number of ways. Some of these ways include: 

positioning white settlers as having claimed rightful ownership of the land (Razack, 

2002); constructing Indigenous peoples as the “mythical Other” existing only in the past 

(Dion, 2007); scripting dominant values of liberty and democracy as originating from the 

hard work of white settlers (Razack, 2002); erasing the diverse histories of Indigenous 

nations (Dion, 2007); and ignoring the contributions of Indigenous peoples and 

racialized Others by upholding the superiority of European contributions (Vowel, 2016). 

National myths are a form of colonial violence used to “delegitimize the very real pain 
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that is the legacy of abuse and oppression” (Vowel, 2016, p. 121).  Most importantly, 

national myths continue to deny many people in Canada a real identity and 

understanding of their place within history (Vowel, 2016). As Vowel (2016) states, “how 

can we possibly learn from the past when this country is so invested in whitewashing it?” 

(p. 122). As white settlers continue to identify with these dominant stories, it is a 

challenge to create a space where multiple perspectives can be shared to create a more 

accurate portrayal of history.  

Both Razack (2002) and Dion (2009) describe the “forgetting” of post-contact 

events as “historical amnesia” of white settlers as a means of reproducing settler 

innocence. National myths position Indigenous peoples as the romantic, mythical 

peoples of the past. Throughout history, white settler resistance to other historical 

perspectives demonstrates an “unwillingness and inability to come to terms with the 

reality of the relationship” (Dion, 2007, p. 5) with Indigenous peoples. Positioning 

Indigenous peoples in the past also means that white settlers do not have to recognize the 

strength and agency of Indigenous peoples in resisting oppression for over 500 years 

(Dion, 2007). Forgetting the post-contact historical events in Canada allows white 

settlers to absolve themselves of any responsibility for the relationship with Indigenous 

peoples and maintain a position of innocence with ongoing oppression in current society 

(Dion, 2007).  

The release of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission report in 2015 provides 

a strong counter-narrative to the dominant national stories taught in Canadian schools for 

many years. Summarizing the testimonies and statements of over 6,750 residential 
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school survivors, the report gives a detailed account of the violent and traumatic events 

of colonization with a primary focus on the legacy of the residential school system 

(Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 2015). It calls upon Canadian schools and teachers to 

provide an accurate retelling of Canada’s history including learning about nation-to-

nation treaties, the contemporary and historical contributions of Indigenous peoples, and 

the residential school legacy (Vowel, 2016). In 1996, the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal Peoples urged a very similar message to Canadians – “recognizing the 

historical relationships is the way to accomplishing a new and just relationship” (Dion, 

2007, p. 4) between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. Almost twenty years later, 

the TRC provides 94 Calls to Action to begin the process of reconciliation through 

creating a relationship of mutual respect in Canada (Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 

2015). With education being considered to have a key role in reconciliation, maintaining 

a position of “historical amnesia” should no longer be desirable for white settler teachers. 

My research is, in part, about examining how and why discourses of whiteness continue 

to operate in ways that make “forgetting” desirable for white settler teachers. If schools 

truly want to establish an environment for truth and reconciliation, we need to 

understand more about why these colonial discourses continue to persist in schools 

today. 

The Myth of Progress at a Time of Reconciliation. 

 Since the release of the TRC final report in 2015, many schools and school 

divisions have shifted their focus towards establishing goals to respond to the education 

recommendations outlined in the Calls to Action (Vowel, 2016). There is a change in 
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many Saskatchewan schools, a momentum, built upon school divisions’ present 

commitment to reconciliation. Reflecting upon this sense of “progress” in Saskatchewan 

classrooms, it is critical to remember that national myths continue to serve the needs of 

colonial ideology in the present moment. Vowel (2016) writes about the myth of 

progress, which I find particularly useful in understanding how colonial myths continue 

to shape white settler national identity. The myth of progress is built upon the premise 

that with the passage of time, Canada has made progress in its relationships with all 

Canadians, and racism is no longer prevalent in Canadian society (Vowel, 2016). The 

counter-narrative presented in the TRC report challenges the dominant origin myths that 

have been deeply engrained in national identity and reproduced in classrooms across the 

country. As Canadians begin understand the injustices faced by Indigenous peoples, 

often we position these injustices and racism as happening in the past (Vowel, 2016). 

Vowel (2016) describes the logic of this understanding: 

However, in acknowledging the past but cutting it off from the present, there is a 

strong implication that, at some point, Canada got itself sorted out and began 

dealing fairly with Indigenous peoples…the idea is that policies and actions taken 

in the past were driven by inexcusable racism, whereas policies of time, if they 

fail Indigenous peoples, fail because of incompetence rather than malice or 

structural design (p. 126).  

 Locating racism and injustice in the past, and disconnecting it from the ongoing 

injustices happening today, demonstrates how the myth of progress allows Canada to 

maintain its present day national identity as an accepting and peaceful nation (Vowel, 
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2016). It instills the belief that Canada has rid itself of past racist discourses, recognizes 

its mistakes, and is better equipped to create an equitable future for all Canadians. It also 

encourages white settlers today to sustain innocence and privilege within the context of 

ongoing oppression of Indigenous peoples. From this perspective, white settlers have 

very little need to deconstruct how their identities, perceptions and worldviews are 

profoundly entrenched in history. The myth of progress is particularly problematic at a 

time when the predominantly white settler teaching profession in Saskatchewan is 

focusing on teaching the historical events of the past. Without understanding our identity 

as historical beings complicit within ongoing colonialism, there is likely a danger that 

white settler teachers will continue to reinforce this repackaged national myth of settler 

innocence. Furthermore, Cote-Meek (2014) urges the “need to fully understand the 

implications of hearing, viewing, and reading acts of violent colonial history when [an 

Indigenous student] comes to the classroom already traumatized” (p.32).  

As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, my understanding is informed by 

Cote-Meek’s (2014) conceptualization of colonialism as encompassing four dimensions: 

“it concerns land, it requires a specific structure of ideology to proceed, it is violent, and 

it is ongoing” (p. 18). The structure of colonial ideology is based on racist discourses 

positioning Others in Canadian society as inferior. National myths have long served the 

needs of ideology in the Canadian consciousness through spatialized stories depicting 

European settlers as rightful claimants of the land and positioning Indigenous peoples in 

the past. Schools are irrefutably responsible for conveying these national myths as 

“truth”. The TRC final report presents a counter-narrative challenging dominant national 
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myths of history; however, the myth of progress as described by Vowel (2016) 

demonstrates the resilience and adaptability of colonial ideology.  

 

Ongoing Forms of Pedagogical Violence 

 The education system in Canada is one of the primary tools of colonial violence 

throughout history in Canada, and schools have played an important role in 

disseminating dominant Eurocentric knowledge systems (Battiste, 2013; Cote-Meek, 

2014; Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017; Vowel, 2016). Racist ideology has had a profound effect 

on how Canada has been constructed, including all aspects of education involving 

policies, assessment and determinants of achievement, and curriculum development. As 

Pirbhai-Illich, Pete & Martin (2017) state, “there is nothing in westernized education 

systems that does not create violence, from the assumptions about what counts as 

education, and whose knowledge counts in the curriculum to the teacher-learner 

relationships and the methods of instruction that are used…the abyssal line is thriving in 

schools” (p. 12). Pirbhai-Illich et al. (2017) regard violence as being carried out towards 

many racialized identities in classrooms including students who are language learners, 

Indigenous, or other marginalized and minortized students (Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017).  

The abyssal line is referring to the work of De Sousa Santos (2007) and is useful 

in understanding how Eurocentric knowledge systems dominate colonized societies both 

ontologically and epistemologically. De Sousa Santos (2007) defines abyssal thinking as: 

…a system of visible and invisible distinctions, the invisible ones being the 

foundation of the visible ones. The invisible distinctions are established through 
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radical lines that divide social reality into two realms, the realm of “this side of 

the line” and the realm of “the other side of the line”. The division is such that 

“the other side of the line” vanishes as reality, becomes nonexistent, and is 

indeed produced as nonexistent. Nonexistent means not existing in any relevant 

or comprehensible way of being. Whatever is produced as nonexistent is radically 

excluded because it lies beyond the realm of what the accepted conception of 

inclusion considers to be its other. What most fundamentally characterizes 

abyssal thinking is thus the impossibility of the co-presence of the two sides of 

the line. (p.1)  

 Colonial ideology is built upon the abyssal line centering Eurocentric knowledge 

systems, as the only perceived way of knowing. With abyssal thinking, other ways of 

knowing cease to exist and Eurocentric knowledge is deemed neutral and normal. 

Eurocentric knowledge “operates as a depoliticized process of intellectual refinement” 

(Battiste, 2013, p. 105) throughout Canada’s education system. Although Canada has 

officially recognized the violence perpetrated by white settlers through the establishment 

of the residential school system, many Canadians today view schools as neutral and free 

from ongoing colonial violence. The myth of progress constructs the perception that 

educational spaces are sites of respect and acceptance, where all students have equal 

opportunity to reach success; however, the studies I will draw upon demonstrate the 

ongoing colonial violence that exists within the beliefs and practices of white settler 

teachers. Martin, Pete & Pirbhai-Illich (2017) use the term pedagogical violence to name 
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ongoing colonialism in classrooms today. Martin et al. (2017) describe pedagogical 

violence: 

…through the K-12 and higher education systems there is pedagogical violence 

that is being perpetrated against marginalized students, because the teaching 

approaches that are used, the way in which classrooms are set up, how the days 

are structured, who is seen to be the holder of knowledge, and the pedagogies that 

flow from that are also colonial. (p. 244) 

In the following section, I draw upon this concept of pedagogical violence to 

explore research that examines the role of white settler teachers in ongoing pedagogical 

violence in K-12 educational spaces. I focused on the following two questions to guide 

my understanding - who do white settler teachers know themselves to be and how much 

does an identity of dominance rely upon keeping racialized Others firmly in place?  

Disrupting Dominant Narratives.  

The curriculum in Canadian classrooms has historically been used as a strategic 

tool to shape future citizens based on the needs of society (Tupper & Cappello, 2008). 

Through the privileging of Eurocentric knowledge and history, curriculum socializes 

students into dominant ideology, maintains white privilege through commonsense 

practices, and upholds stories of pioneer homesteaders as the primary historical vision of 

Saskatchewan (Tupper & Cappello, 2008). Schools are implicated in maintaining 

national myths of colonization, shaping unjust and dehumanized representations of 

Indigenous peoples and masking the post-contact historical relations between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous peoples (Dion, 2007). Dominant narratives in curriculum have 
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shaped Canadians understanding of treaties for many years. Saskatchewan has mandated 

treaty education since 2008, requiring all teachers to include specific learning focuses in 

all grades across Saskatchewan (Kovach, 2013; Tupper, 2011), and the recent TRC 

report focuses upon curriculum in Call to Action 62.1 (Vowel, 2016). The signing of 

treaties is significant in the familial history of settlers, yet many still do not have an 

understanding of the significance of the treaty relationship between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples (Tupper & Cappello, 2008; Tupper, 2011). 

 Teachers are being called upon to provide a counter-narrative to the dominant 

story of history; however, studies demonstrate that white settlers are often resistant to 

engaging with Indigenous subject content, integrating Indigenous perspectives, and 

teaching about topics that disrupt the dominant narratives of Canada’s history (Couros et 

al., 2013; Deer, 2013; Dion, 2016; Hildebrandt et al., 2016; Marom, 2017; Pete, 2017). 

Dion (2016) writes about the “perfect stranger” position that many white settler teachers 

enact when teaching about the historical relationship between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples – “a position that gets many teachers and Canadians off the hook” (p. 

470). Dion (2016) found that teachers positioning themselves as the perfect stranger use 

justifications such as “but I can’t teach this content, I know nothing about Indigenous 

people, I have no friends who are Indigenous, I didn’t grow up near a reserve, I didn’t 

learn anything when I was in school” (p. 470). Teachers express fears of being accused 

of cultural appropriation, teaching content in the wrong way, and of disrupting the 

dominant narratives of Canada’s innocent identity (Dion, 2016). Using the perfect 

stranger position protects white settlers from implicating their identities in the history of 
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Canada and interrogating how white privilege is bound within the oppression of 

Indigenous peoples (Dion, 2016).  

Tupper (2011) focuses on the knowledge of Saskatchewan pre-service teachers 

and their beliefs and understanding of Canadian treaties. This study found that many pre-

service teachers have distressingly limited understandings of treaty and treaty 

relationships. Many of the pre-service teachers engaged in a form of strategic ignorance 

to “divest themselves of the responsibility for meaningfully enacting the mandate in their 

own classrooms” (Tupper, 2011, p. 40). This (mis)understanding of the significance of 

treaties is another form of protecting white settler identity and the privileges that exist 

within the treaty relationship (Tupper, 2011).  

White settler teachers’ resistance to disrupting dominant narratives that mask 

colonization, ignore treaty relationships, and maintain settler innocence is a form of 

pedagogical violence. In classrooms that reflect diverse identities that “represent a 

variety of experiences, traditions, histories, and knowledge” (Battiste, 2013, p. 104), 

students need to be able to locate themselves as historical beings within the story of 

Canada. The TRC has called upon education to teach all students a truthful narrative of 

history, so that future generations of “Indigenous and non-Indigenous people can begin 

to truthfully speak to the predicaments and issues that face them and the standards they 

speak for” (Battiste, 2013, p. 105).  

  Discourses of Multiculturalism. 

  The official policy of multiculturalism introduced in 1971 established new and 

acceptable ways to discuss “difference” in Canadian society (Haque, 2012; Schick & St. 
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Denis, 2005; Simpson, James & Mack, 2011; Thobani, 2007). Multiculturalism as a 

policy in Canada masks the continuity of white privilege with an “emphasis on deep and 

unchanging cultural differences” (Thobani, 2007). Discourses of multiculturalism have 

been used to silence collective voices in Canada by shifting the focus to individualism 

with the intention of silencing Indigenous collective voices in advocating for Indigenous 

rights and sovereignty by equating Indigenous rights with the rights of all Canadians (St. 

Denis, 2011; Thobani, 2007). Canadian schools play a role in socializing students into 

the multicultural ethos of Canada; however, multicultural discourses in schools are far 

from innocent and neutral (St. Denis, 2011). As DiAngelo (2016) states, “often in 

multicultural endeavors, [white settlers] learn about the experiences of people who are 

marginalized groups, but seldom are [they] asked to consider what it means to be in the 

dominant group” (p. 39). Discourses of multiculturalism are often “characterized by 

colorblind and no-differential-treatment ideologies that use pro-equality discourses to 

support equal treatment for all individuals, regardless of differential needs or points of 

departure” (Motha, 2014, p. 39). Discourses of multiculturalism are a form of 

pedagogical violence that masks ongoing prevalence of white privilege and maintains 

colonial racial and linguistic hierarchies in schools 

Deficit Views of Culture and Language. 

Discourses introduced during the shift towards multiculturalism, such as 

discussing race in terms of culture and language, are reflected in white settler teacher 

beliefs. Research demonstrates that white settler teachers avoid talking about the racial 

identities of their students and are more comfortable discussing students in terms of 
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language deficits (Sterzuk, 2011; Motha, 2014), cultural differences and concerns of 

achievement (Battiste, 2013; Delpit, 2006; Schick & St. Denis, 2005). Schick & St. 

Denis (2005) describe the discourse of cultural difference in Saskatchewan: 

The discourse of “cultural difference” denies the power relations on which racial 
privilege and inequality depend, and within an analysis of race construction, 
“difference” and inequality are explained as naturally occurring phenomena. 
When racism is being denied, the talk about it is easily replaced by a celebration 
of diversity, heroes, and role models (p. 307).  
 
Discourses that position the Other as being unable to achieve the normalized, 

“neutral” standard of success in schools is another form of pedagogical violence. By 

framing educational failure as language deficits or cultural difference, the focus shifts 

away from implicating white settlers in the discursive production of difference and 

reinforces discourses of inferiority of the Othered students (Schick & St. Denis, 2005).  

Educator linguistic bias in settler schools also demonstrates the existing power in 

colonial discourses related to race and language (Motha, 2014; Sterzuk, 2011). The 

shaping of teachers’ normative perceptions towards race and language is an ongoing 

colonial practice influenced by national ideologies that naturalizes white settler 

dominance and power (Sterzuk, 2011). Colonial views legitimize “mainstream” or 

standard varieties of English that are socially and educationally sanctioned, and language 

attains “legitimacy when it is racialized in certain ways” (Motha, 2014, p. 116). Sterzuk 

(2011) argues that linguistic bias emerges out of national ideologies that shape teacher 

perceptions of language and their white settler position in the linguistic hierarchy:  

It is significant that teaching populations in settler societies consist of 

predominantly white bodies viewed as speakers of ‘Standard English’. These 
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teachers continue to be constructed by colonial and national ideologies that 

position them as the unmarked linguistic and racial norm. Positioned in this way, 

the likely outcome for white settler teachers who have not yet developed critical 

awareness is to view other Englishes as deviations from the norm and to treat 

them, and their speakers, as something that needs correction and remediation. (p. 

33) 

In Canada, language and race exist within the same hierarchy, established 

through colonialism that position white, “Standard English” speakers at the top. Sterzuk 

(2011) found that colonial views of language influence the perceptions of teachers. In her 

study, teachers perceived Indigenized varieties of English as a language deficit; 

positioning Indigenous and Métis students as “illegitimate” speakers of English in 

schools (Sterzuk, 2011). This deficit view of Indigenized varieties of English is 

connected to colonial discourses positioning Indigenous peoples and languages as 

inferior.  

Pedagogical violence presents in many forms in K-12 classrooms today and 

continues to inflict colonial violence and damage the learning spirit (Battiste, 2013) of 

Indigenous students and other marginalized students (Martin et al., 2017). Pedagogical 

violence is inflicted through the maintenance of dominant narratives masking 

colonialism (Dion, 2016; Tupper & Cappello, 2008; Tupper, 2011). Pedagogical 

violence is inflicted when teachers take up liberal multiculturalism as a means to obscure 

whiteness that is enacted through their own identities and that of their white settler 

students (Marom, 2017; Motha, 2014; Schick & St. Denis, 2005). Deficit views of 
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culture and language reflect racist discourses positioning the Other as unable to achieve 

success based on their naturally occurring “differences” (Battiste, 2013; Delpit, 2006; 

Motha, 2014; Schick & St. Denis, 2005; Sterzuk, 2011). It is significant that white settler 

perceptions and beliefs related to pedagogy have been shaped by personal experiences as 

students in colonialized classrooms – to what extent were acts of pedagogical violence 

normalized in white settler experiences?  

 

Understanding and Disrupting Whiteness 

The teaching population in Saskatchewan is predominantly comprised of white 

settler teachers. It is difficult to find an exact statistic to support this statement; however, 

the lack of public information regarding teacher statistics is unsurprising to me. Within 

my ten years experience as a classroom teacher, I have yet to be asked to self-identify or 

consider how my white settler identity matters in my classroom. My experience 

demonstrates how white settler identities continue to be positioned as neutral and how 

we are often unaccounted for in educational spaces. The final area of literature that 

informs my study focuses on research related to whiteness. I will begin by examining 

whiteness as a social construct and then I will discuss some terms I find useful in 

describing how whiteness shapes the experiences of white settler teachers.  

 Many scholars use the term whiteness when describing the construction and 

maintenance of racial hierarchies in both Canada and the United States. Whiteness is 

described in relation to unearned white privilege and advantages (DiAngelo, 2011; 

DiAngelo, 2016; Leonardo, 2009; McIntosh, 1988), maintaining invisibility and masking 
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racism (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017; Sue, 2016; Thobani, 2007), and influencing the 

perceptions and practices within education (Marom, 2017; Marx, 2004; Motha, 2014; 

Picower, 2009; Schick & St. Denis, 2003; Schick & St. Denis, 2005; St. Denis, 2007; 

Sterzuk, 2011; Stoll, 2014; Trainor, 2005). The work of Frankenberg (2001) is frequently 

referenced for her definition of whiteness: 

Whiteness is a location of structural advantage that societies structured in racial 

dominance. Whiteness is a “standpoint,” a location from which to see selves, 

other and national and global orders. Whiteness is a site of elaboration of a range 

of cultural practices and identities, often unmarked and unnamed, or named as a 

national or “normative” rather than specifically racial…Whiteness is a product of 

history, and is a relational category. Like other racial locations, it has no inherent 

but only socially constructed meanings. (p. 76) 

Frankenberg’s (2001) description of whiteness is useful in understanding 

whiteness as a social construct and how whiteness shapes the lives of white settlers. 

White settler identities are positioned at the top of the racial hierarchy, and this dominant 

“standpoint” comes from a place of structural advantage in society. Having white 

privilege means that white settlers do not have to consider how race shapes our 

identities, and we are constructed to see ourselves as “outside” of race (Schick & St. 

Denis, 2005). The privilege of this ‘unmarked,’ relational identity depends on the 

marginalization of the marked Other, as discussed earlier in this chapter (Frankenberg, 

2001; Schick & St. Denis, 2005; Thobani, 2007). The internal and attitudinal effects of 

whiteness are reflected in studies that indicate teacher beliefs in meritocracy, 
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colourblindness, and individualism (Marom, 2017; Motha, 2014; Picower, 2009; St. 

Denis & Schick, 2003; Sterzuk, 2011; Stoll, 2014).  

 

White Solidarity in School Spaces. 

DiAngelo (2016) provides some useful terminology to describe how whiteness 

shapes the lives of white settlers and why it is difficult to challenge white settler notions 

of racial identity. Schools in settler societies are constructed to reflect the dominance of 

white settler identities. Through the Eurocentric knowledge presented in curriculum, the 

visibility of white identities in learning resources, and white settler teachers positioned as 

the knowledge keepers, Saskatchewan schools are spaces where white settlers feel a 

sense of racial belonging and comfort. As white settlers, our own school experiences 

shape our understanding of the teaching profession as a neutral position. Rarely are we 

challenged to think about our racial identity and how it shapes our experiences, 

perceptions and beliefs (DiAngelo, 2016). In our personal and professional interactions, 

race is freely talked about in coded ways – by using words such as “at-risk,” “cultural 

differences,” and “deficits” – but is rarely discussed directly as to maintain our settler 

innocence (Tuck & Yang, 2012).  

Our sense of racial comfort is reinforced through white solidarity in daily 

interactions with our colleagues (DiAngelo, 2016). DiAngelo (2016) defines white 

solidarity as “the unspoken agreement between whites to maintain silence, not challenge 

each other, keep each other comfortable, and generally maintain the racist status quo and 

protect white privilege” (p. 181). White solidarity means that we will not embarrass or 
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challenge each other for being racist within our words or actions. Our silence in social 

situations gains us social capital, because we are viewed as being easy-going and having 

a sense of humour (DiAngelo, 2016). If we do choose to “break” this agreement by 

challenging someone’s racist statement or actions, there are consequences both big and 

small (DiAngelo, 2016). For white teachers in Saskatchewan schools, challenging a 

colleague’s racism within a professional environment can result in being isolated from 

social circles, disliked and excluded from the emotional support system of colleagues. 

Remaining silent, ignoring violence in the form of racist statements or actions, or 

“playing along” allows white settlers to maintain privilege.  

Challenging Racial Understandings. 

 The difficulty of disrupting notions of white racial identity and challenging 

whiteness in teachers has been documented through research in the areas of anti-racist 

education, whiteness studies and critical studies (DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2014; DiAngelo, 

2016; Marom, 2017; Pete, 2017; Picower, 2009; St. Denis & Schick, 2003). I find 

DiAngelo’s (2011) concept of white fragility to be useful in understanding why it is 

difficult to challenge whiteness. DiAngelo (2011) defines white fragility in the following 

way:  

White people in North America live in a social environment that protects and 

insulates them from race-based stress. This insulated environment of racial 

protection builds white expectations for racial discomfort while at the same time 

lowering the ability to tolerate racial stress, leading to what I refer to as White 

Fragility. White Fragility is a state in which even the minimum amount of racial 
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stress becomes intolerable, triggering a range of defensive moves. These moves 

include the outward display of emotions such as anger, fear and guilt, and 

behaviours such as argumentation, silence and leaving the stress-inducing 

situation. These behaviours in turn, function to reinstate the white racial 

equilibrium. (p. 55) 

 It is important to consider how white fragility protects white settlers in situations 

where we are asked to consider the significance of our racial identities. Many studies 

demonstrate how teachers and pre-service teaching employ these defensive moves when 

they are challenged in anti-racist or anti-oppressive courses designed to make them 

consider how their own identities have been shaped by race (DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2014; 

DiAngelo, 2016; Marom, 2017; Pete, 2017; Picower, 2009; St. Denis & Schick, 2003). 

DiAngelo and Sensoy (2012) describe how white participants engage a discourse of 

violence to position themselves as victims who “feel attacked” and “unsafe” in 

discussions about race. This discourse works to obscure the real violence associated with 

racism and (re)inscribe white innocence (DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2014).  

It is important to consider how whiteness is maintained in educational spaces 

through social interactions amongst the white settler teaching population. Studies 

demonstrate that disrupting notions of whiteness in teachers is challenging, but necessary 

work. An unspoken agreement of white solidarity influences our decisions to interrupt 

and challenge racism in personal and professional environments, and it is through silence 

or “playing along” that we are able to maintain our privilege and keep our sense of 

belonging.  
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Conclusion 

Within this chapter, I provided an overview of three areas of literature related to 

my research topic of white settler teacher identities: 1) Conceptualizing Settler 

Colonialism, 2) Ongoing Forms of Pedagogical Violence in Settler Schools, and 3) 

Understanding and Disrupting Whiteness. Together, these three areas of literature reveal 

the complex layers of white settler identity and the entanglement of discourses that shape 

white settler understanding of self in settler society. In the following chapter, I give an 

overview of the methodological approaches and research design of my study.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

Within this chapter, I describe the methodological approaches that I used 

throughout the process of my qualitative research study. Mills (2014) suggests that 

“methodology is the lens a researcher looks through” (p. 32) while making important 

decisions about the best way to answer a research question. Throughout this research 

process, I have continually reflected on Mills’ (2014) concept of the “multiple selves that 

we live out” (p. 25) and how my identity, roles, and experiences construct my lens as a 

researcher. As discussed in Chapter One, my beliefs and practices as a white settler 

teacher reflect critical, anti-oppressive pedagogy, and I believe that teachers can make a 

difference by creating a learning environment that is inclusive and equitable for all 

students. Considering my position as both a teacher and researcher, my study fits within 

a “critical inquiry” theoretical perspective (Gray, 2013). Gray (2013) defines critical 

forms of research as “a meta-process of investigation, which questions currently held 

values and assumptions and challenges conventional social structures…the critical 

inquiry perspective is not content to interpret the world but also seeks to change it” (p. 

27). Reflecting upon my critical lens as a researcher, I focused on making intentional and 

informed decisions about my research from the beginning stages of planning and 

throughout my study, including my reflexivity as a white settler researcher. 

As introduced in Chapter One, my study focuses on the following research 

questions: How do the identities of white settler teachers shape their perceptions of race 

and language? How do these perceptions construct their pedagogical practices? 

Supporting Questions: 
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• How do practicing (5+ years experience) white settler teachers describe their own 

racial and linguistic identities?  

• How do white settler teachers describe their perceptions towards racial and 

linguistic diversity in their classrooms? 

This study examines the self-perceived identities, perceptions and pedagogical 

practices of four experienced (5+ years of service), white settler teachers currently 

teaching in elementary classrooms in an urban school division located in the province of 

Saskatchewan, Canada. All four participants teach at different schools within the same 

school division, however, they did not know the identities of the other participants taking 

part in the study. These four participants will be referred to as Tammy, Jennifer, Amber 

and Laura (a pseudonym has been selected for each participant). Data collection took 

place over a three-month period (February 2016 – April 2016) using one-on-one, semi-

structured interviews with participants. The data collection methods and data analysis 

coding procedures of my study were informed by many sources (Creswell, 2015; Miles, 

Huberman & Saldana, 2014; Yin, 2014), and the decisions I made throughout my study 

were intentional and focused on the aims of my research. This chapter is a descriptive 

overview of the methodological decisions and research design of my qualitative study.  

I begin by discussing my choice to use a multiple-case study approach in my 

research, and then I summarize the specific details of my participant recruitment and 

methods for collecting data using participant interviews. Next, I review the multiple 

steps I took to analyze my research data and determine important areas for discussion. 
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Finally, I conclude this chapter with a brief overview of how I addressed ethical 

considerations and researcher reflexivity throughout my research process. 

 

Research Design 

I selected a qualitative research approach with a multiple-case study method for 

my study. Stewart (2014) defines a case study as “an exploratory form of inquiry, 

providing an in-depth picture of the unit of study, which can be a person, group, 

organization or social situation” (p. 145). Informed by Stewart (2014) and Yin (2014), I 

decided a case study method was an appropriate choice for my study because my 

research focuses on how my participants perceive their identities and the racial and 

linguistic identities within their classrooms and why they make particular pedagogical 

choices. My research questions are complex as they analyze participants’ identities, 

perceptions and the meanings they construct from experiences (Creswell, 2015). My 

study focuses on gaining an understanding of a contemporary set of events within real 

world cases, and I thought that “such an understanding is likely to involve important 

contextual conditions” (Yin, 2014, p. 16) relevant to my study.  

Participant Recruitment and Data Collection 

During the planning process for my research, I decided to structure my data 

collection methods based on an outline proposed by Creswell (2015). The five steps I 

followed for data collection include: selecting the research site and participants; gaining 

ethical approvals and permission; deciding on the type of data to collect; developing data 

collection tools; and implementing data collecting measures (Creswell, 2015).  
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Participants and Research Site. 

For my study, I used purposeful sampling to select the school division and 

snowball sampling to find the four research participants (Creswell, 2015). Purposeful 

sampling is used when researchers intentionally select the research site and participants 

to “learn or understand the central phenomenon” (Creswell, 2015, p. 205). The 

participants for this study were selected as each participant: (1) has at least 5 years of 

teaching experience; (2) teaches in an elementary classroom of students within the range 

of grades K-5; and (3) self-identifies as white settler, monolingual English speaker.  

Ethical Approval and Participant Recruitment.  

 Following the completion of my research proposal, I submitted a Behavioural 

Research Ethics Review application to the Research Ethics Board at the University of 

Regina. After some revisions and clarification of my application, I received the 

certificate of approval granting permission to begin my research (see Appendix A).  

 Once I had permission to contact potential participants, I sent an initial email to 

two participants inquiring if they would be interested in participating in my study using 

purposeful sampling based on my participant criteria (Creswell, 2015) (see Appendix B). 

Once they expressed interest in participating in my study, I sent each participant a 

second email to arrange a location and date for an initial meeting, and I also attached a 

copy of the participant consent form to provide more detailed information about the 

study (see Appendix C). For my first two participants, I contacted two teachers that I had 

a pre-existing professional relationship from previously working as colleagues together 

in the teaching profession. I made this decision because I felt that the participants would 
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feel a sense of comfort and trust in sharing their perceptions during the interview 

process. I also believed that they fit the participant criteria I had outlined in my research 

proposal. 

 For my study, I was seeking four participants who self-identify as white settlers. 

Sterzuk (2015) states, “in the context of changing understandings of race that refute 

absolute notions of racial identity, [the term] white settler might be viewed as 

problematic” (p. 53). The term white settler is useful as it allows me to explore the 

ongoing influence of colonial discourses in shaping the racial and linguistic hierarchies 

in classrooms today (Razack, 2002; Sterzuk, 2011). I was conscious of my assumptions 

as I contacted my first two participants. From my pre-existing relationships with the 

participants, I knew that their historical family backgrounds of immigration from Europe 

would define them as white settlers, from my use of the term, however, understanding 

how each participant would describe their identity is an important piece of my study.  

 I used a snowball sampling approach to recruit my third and fourth participants; a 

type of sampling that occurs once data collection has started (Creswell, 2015). After 

meeting with my first and second participant, each recommended other potential 

participants that would be comfortable participating and likely fit the criteria of an 

experienced, white settler teacher within the school division (Creswell, 2015). I 

contacted my last two potential participants following the same procedure through an 

initial inquiry email, and then a follow up email to arrange a date to meet. 
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Introducing the Participants 

 The following is a brief introduction of the participants within my study. At the 

beginning of each interview, I asked my participants to describe their teaching 

experiences and history. This initial question fostered a comfortable conversation with 

each participant, and I was able to gain an understanding of the grade levels and schools 

where they have taught, as well as a sense of their current teaching position. The teachers 

also described the racial and linguistic identities of students in their classrooms, and I 

provide a summary of their responses below.  

Jennifer. 

 Jennifer has been a classroom teacher for over 20 years. Primarily, her teaching 

experiences have been teaching upper elementary grades in community schools within 

her school division, although her current teaching position is at a school she describes as 

a “borderline community school”. Jennifer explains her school population as 50% 

Indigenous students with a recent enrollment of “many” Syrian refugee students.  

 Tammy. 

 Tammy has been a classroom teacher for 18 years. She describes her teaching 

career as teaching “eight years in a higher economic area and six years in a lower 

economic area” of the city, but she has never taught in a designated community school. 

Her current teaching position is at a school in a “very multicultural and diverse, but 

higher economic” area of the city. Tammy has 29 students in her classroom – “ten who 

have other languages besides English and French and of those ten, six are brand new 

English language learners.” 
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 Laura. 

 Laura has been a classroom teacher for nine years, and she has taught grades 

three through seven in a number of different schools. Her teaching experience has been 

in schools that she describes as “predominantly white” communities. Laura describes her 

current classroom as being comprised of predominantly white students, with the 

exception of a few students who may not identify as white.   

Amber. 

Amber has been a classroom teacher for seven years, and she has taught at two 

different schools within the city. Amber describes both school communities as incredibly 

diverse with a high population of immigrant and refugee families and many EAL 

students within her classroom. She has experience teaching grades one through six and 

her current teaching position is in a grade two and three classroom.  

 

Data Collection 

After reflecting on my research questions, I decided that I would conduct a one-

on-one, semi-structured interview with each participant (Creswell, 2015). I believed that 

having in-depth discussions guided by a flexible (semi-structured) interview format 

would provide a comfortable place for my participants to reflect on their identity, beliefs 

and pedagogy.  

I created an interview guide of open-ended questions to ask each participant 

during the initial interview, with the questions organized into three categories of topics 

(see Appendix D). The semi-structured format of the interviews provided me with the 
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flexibility to prompt participants with further questioning to gain a deeper understanding; 

rather than having a structured set of questions limiting both the comfort level of the 

interview and further inquiry of participant responses (Mills, 2014). The format also 

created a conversational flow that gave the participants the time to reflect and share 

stories of their experience. The open-ended questions allowed my participants to “best 

voice experiences unconstrained by any perspectives of [me as the] researcher or past 

research findings” (Creswell, 2015, p. 217). The one-on-one interviews provided a 

comfortable environment for my participants to speak about their experiences and 

perceptions without other participants present (Creswell, 2015).  

 Each participant selected the location to meet for our interview; three interviews 

took place in a public coffee shop and one was conducted at a public library. Before 

conducting the interview, I began by explaining each section of the participant consent 

form to ensure that my participants understood their role in my research, how I would 

protect confidentiality, and their right to withdraw from my study. Each participant 

signed two consent forms; I kept one for my records and the other was sent home with 

the participant at the end of the interview.  

 Each participant interview was approximately one hour in length, and the 

interviews were recorded using an audio recording device. I recorded each interview so 

that I would later be able to transcribe the recordings to create tangible data sets for data 

analysis (Mills, 2014). The transcriptions also provided accurate perspectives of 

participants and allowed me to include important quotations to let the data speak for 

itself as I discuss my findings (Creswell, 2015; Mills, 2014). After the initial interview, I 
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discussed with participants that I might contact them to request a follow-up interview 

once data analysis commenced. Once each interview was transcribed, I met with each 

participant and gave her a copy of the transcription to review. I enclosed a letter with the 

transcriptions explaining that at the participant’s request, we could meet again for a 

follow-up interview. My intention was to provide each participant with time to reflect 

upon her responses and to give her the opportunity to clarify or further explain topics 

discussed in the initial interview. The four participants did not request a follow-up 

meeting.  

 

Data Analysis 

 Once my participant interviews were completed, I transcribed each interview by 

converting the audio recordings into text data using Microsoft Word (Creswell, 2015). I 

made the decision to transcribe the interviews myself, because I felt that it would provide 

me the opportunity to begin analysis and familiarize myself with the data collected. I 

created a table-template in the transcription document to allow space to write notes and 

the coding that would take place later on (Creswell, 2015).  Next, I carried out a 

preliminary exploratory analysis of the transcriptions to obtain a general sense of the 

data and to decide whether further data collection was needed (Creswell, 2015). I sensed 

that the data I had collected was complete and that no follow-up interviews would need 

to be conducted with my participants.  

 Given the “interpretive” nature of qualitative research, I knew that much of my 

analysis depends on my perspectives and understanding of the participants’ responses. 
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Creswell (2015) explains that researchers “make a personal assessment as to a 

description that fits the situation or themes that capture the major categories of 

information” (p. 237). I began by researching different approaches to coding my data - 

“the process of segmenting and labeling text to form descriptions and broad themes in 

the data” (Creswell, 2015, p. 242). Miles, Huberman and Saldana (2014) explain that 

coding is a means of analyzing data and not just “preparatory work for higher level 

thinking about the study” (p. 72), so I sought to find the best approach for me as a 

researcher. I discovered that there are many approaches to coding data, although there is 

no specific set of guidelines to follow for qualitative research analysis (Creswell, 2015; 

Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014; Yin, 2014).   

I began by following a procedure suggested by Creswell (2015) to code my data. 

First, I read through all interview transcriptions and made quick notes of big ideas that I 

noticed. Next, I selected my shortest interview and read it through, putting boxes and 

brackets around words or phrases that described that text segment. Many of those words 

and phrases became the codes I used to represent the meaning of that text segment, and 

those codes were written in the right-hand margin in the transcription document. Miles, 

Huberman and Saldana (2014) describe codes as “labels that assign symbolic meanings 

to the descriptive or inferential information compiled during a study” (p. 71). Many of 

the codes that emerged from my data reflected words and phrases from my participants’ 

own words (ex. “refugee students”), and other codes were general educational terms (ex. 

“community schools”) used within their school division (Creswell, 2015; Miles, 

Huberman & Saldana, 2014). For the first coding cycle of my data, I tried to use a “lean 
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coding approach” which aimed to find a smaller set of codes to determine the meaning of 

the data; however, the quantity of codes from the first cycle prompted a reflection on the 

efficiency of my methods to thoroughly analyze my data (Creswell, 2015).  

Considering the range of topics and themes emerging within the data throughout 

the first coding cycle, I made the decision to familiarize myself with the NVivo for Mac 

data analysis software for my additional coding cycles. I began by importing all four data 

transcriptions to the NVivo program, and I used the pseudonym for each participant as 

the name for the transcription file. I began by reading through my first interview for a 

second time, using some of the same codes from my initial list. The NVivo software 

allowed me to create categories and sub-codes within each major category, and I was 

able to code the same chunk, paragraph or phrase with multiple codes as themes 

emerged. After reading through my first interview, there were a total of 24 codes. As I 

read through the remaining three interviews, I created new codes or collapsed similar 

codes to accurately reflect the topics, themes and participants’ ideas. Once I was finished 

the second cycle of coding of all four interviews, my coding chart included a total of 49 

codes organized within 12 categories. I completed the final cycle of coding by rereading 

the interview transcriptions again to collapse similar codes and categories, and I focused 

on evaluating which categories closely relate to the research questions. After this final 

coding cycle, my data coding was organized in six categories. The four major categories 

included Teacher Perceptions of Their Identities, School Environment, Perceptions of 

Teachers Related to “Diversity” (Thoughts), and Approaches to Acknowledging 

“Diversity” in the Classrooms Today (Actions).  
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Ethical Considerations 

 According to Birks (2014), one of the considerations of quality research is that 

“the researcher should clearly state how the ethical issues were addressed, including how 

their own potential bias may have influenced the research, as well as articulating the 

nature of approval by the relevant ethics committees” (p. 232). Considering the nature of 

the research, I was required to receive permission from the Behavioural Research Ethics 

Board before I was able to contact potential participants. I received my certificate of 

approval (REB # 2015-191) on December 8, 2015. Ethical considerations have been the 

non-negotiable aspects throughout my entire research process to protect the identity and 

privacy of my participants (Birks, 2014).   

The ethics review concluded there was minimal risk involved, and there were no 

expected risks of psychological, emotional harm or discomfort, legal repercussions, 

social repercussions or physical harm to participants involved in my study. The 

participation in my research study was voluntary and the description of involvement in 

the study was clearly outlined in the consent form presented to each participant. Before 

the initial interviews would proceed with each participant, we read through the consent 

form and each participant was told that they had the option to withdraw from the study. 

If a participant had requested to withdraw from the study, the data collected (both audio 

and transcription) would have been permanently deleted from my computer and hard 

copies shredded.  

 During the interview process, participants were informed that they did not have 

to answer any questions that made them uncomfortable or uneasy. Any communication 



	

	

51 

with participants about the study, following the initial interview, took place face to face. 

Hard copies of the transcribed interviews were given directly to the participants and 

email communication was not used to share the interview data. All forms of confidential 

research data (audio recordings, transcriptions and notes) were safely stored on my 

personal, password-protected computer. 

 Within my ethical review application, I acknowledged that I would be using my 

knowledge and relationships within my professional network as a teacher to recruit my 

first two potential participants. I indicated the potential for pre-existing relationships 

with participants based on previous connections as teachers; although, I intentionally did 

not recruit any participants that were currently in a professional working relationship 

with me at the time of data collection.  

All personal identifiers of my participants were carefully considered through the 

entire research process. Pseudonyms were used to name participants while presenting my 

research findings and any electronically saved files on my computer. Any specific 

information such as the university they attended, current or past teaching positions, and 

personal information, was changed to protect confidentiality of participants. Specific 

identifiers of the students described by participants during the interview process were 

also considered, and any information that could potentially identify a student (ex. unique 

language, historical background) was not included or changed to protect the identities of 

the students and schools.  
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Researcher Reflexivity 

We define reflexivity as an active process of systematically developing insight 

into your work as a researcher to guide your future actions. Qualitative research 

requires an investment of the self in the research. The potential for this 

investment to influence the research and the extent to which such influence is 

valued depends to a great extent on the methodology employed. (Birks, 2014, p. 

25) 

 
As discussed in Chapter One, I understand that the complexity of my own white 

settler, teacher/researcher identity influences my methodological decisions, the lens in 

which I interpret the data, and the choices I make regarding the significant pieces of data 

to discuss. As Birks (2014) describes above, I have invested myself in this research, and 

I need to consider myself an instrument in the research process (Creswell, 2015). It has 

never been my intention to remove my influence as a researcher in this study, but rather 

to maintain a self-reflexive stance through the research process.  

I decided to include this discussion about researcher reflexivity within Chapter 

Three, because I believe that it is closely tied to many of the decisions I have made 

regarding my research methods. As a graduate student conducting qualitative research 

for the first time, it wasn’t until my first participant interview that I considered the 

importance of my identity as a teacher and researcher intersecting with the research 

context. Throughout the interview, there were “moments” that I felt a strong sense of 

discomfort with the way in which particular topics were being discussed by the 

participant. Although I felt this sense of discomfort as the researcher, I tried to maintain 
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a neutral emotional response to the participant’s words. While transcribing that interview 

the following week, I made note of each moment that caused me a sense of discomfort. I 

also focused on my responses during those uncomfortable moments, and I noticed that I 

engaged two socialized responses to dealing with the sense of discomfort.  

My first socialized response was to acknowledge the participant’s response with 

a short reply such as “okay,” and then I would proceed onto the next question without 

discussing her words or perspectives further. My second response in moments of 

discomfort was to reply in a way that attempted to make the participant feel that I 

supported her point of view. Some of these examples were “thank you for your honesty,” 

“yes, there are a lot of challenges,” or “I feel the same way.” In transcribing my own 

words as a researcher, I felt shame that I had responded in a way that would imply that I 

support ideas that, in any other social situation, I would feel reflect harmful or racist 

discourses.  

I have come to understand that my reaction to create a sense of comfort for my 

participant has more to do with my own white settler identity, rather than my budding 

instincts as a new researcher. DiAngelo (2016) describes white solidarity as an 

“unspoken agreement between whites to maintain silence, not challenge each other, keep 

each other comfortable, and generally maintain the racist status quo and protect white 

privilege” (p. 181). Sleeter (1996) has a similar definition for racial bonding, 

“interactions in which whites engage that have the purpose of affirming a common 

stance on race-related issues, legitimizing particular interpretations of [Others], and 

drawing conspiratorial we-they boundaries” (p. 149). Follow this interview, I reflected 
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upon how my identity as a white settler has been constructed and influenced that initial 

interaction with my participant.  It was at that point, that I realized that recognizing and 

acknowledging my own emotions, as “moments” of my identity intersecting with the 

research context, would be a very important piece as a reflexive researcher, and I 

describe this process in more detail in the presentation of my findings. 

Throughout my research process, I have focused on two goals to develop and 

maintain my critical reflexivity as a researcher. First, I documented and acknowledged 

my own emotional reactions during the data collection and analysis process. As I just 

discussed, I believe that these “moments” highlight the intersection of my identity, 

position as a researcher, and the research context. Brief hand-written notes in the 

margins of my transcriptions signaled pieces to be revisited with a critical standpoint. 

Both positive and negative emotions speak to my investment as a researcher, and it is my 

intention to be transparent throughout the discussion of the data findings in Chapter Four 

and Chapter Five. Second, I made a habit of referring back to my original research 

questions and data to refocus my research aims.  

 

Summary 

 As a researcher, I focused on maintaining methodological congruency by 

aligning my personal philosophical position, the aims of my research, and the 

methodological approach of my study (Birks, 2014). Mills (2014) explains that 

qualitative studies “firmly anchored in a methodological school of thought are finely 

textured and nuanced – producing a much higher quality outcome” (p. 9). The qualitative 
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multiple-case study research approach, with semi-structured interviews, provided me 

with the opportunity to collect authentic data and in a comfortable environment for my 

four participants to share their understanding and perspectives. The data collection 

methods, and data analysis coding procedures, of my study are well informed (Creswell, 

2015; Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014; Yin, 2014), and the decisions I made 

throughout my study were aligned with my research goals.  

In Chapters Four and Five, I provide a detailed description of the findings that 

emerged throughout the data analysis of my participant interviews and my experiences as 

a researcher and educator. I have focused on highlighting significant moments and pieces 

of dialogue that illustrate my participants’ understandings of their identities, pedagogical 

practices, and beliefs related to the racial and linguistic identities in their classrooms. 

Threaded throughout these moments, I discuss my emerging consciousness of how 

whiteness is maintained both within us as white teachers (through our ongoing 

socialization in schools) and how it operates without us within the systems of the 

educational institutions where we work each day (DiAngelo, 2016). Part of my emerging 

consciousness relates to my own identity as a white settler researcher, teacher and 

“colleague” in predominantly white social teaching circles.  
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Chapter Four: Who Do White Settlers Know Themselves To Be? 
 

In unmapping, there is an important relationship between identity and space. 

What is being imagined or projected on to specific spaces and bodies, and what is being 

enacted there? Who do white citizens know themselves to be and how much does an 

identity of dominance rely upon keeping racial Others firmly in place? How are people 

kept in their place? And, finally, how does place become race? We ask these questions 

here in the fervent belief that white settler societies can transcend their bloody 

beginnings and contemporary inequities by remembering and confronting the racial 

hierarchies that structure our lives. (Razack, 2002, p. 5) 

 
Early in my research process, I came across questions proposed by Razack 

(2002), contemplating space within settler societies. Her words resonated with me, and I 

found myself reflecting on these questions to guide my understanding of the scholarly 

work that I was reading. Emerging themes and conversations within my data began to 

take shape around two of her questions. Within this chapter, I draw upon one of these 

guiding questions – who do white settlers know themselves to be?  This question reflects 

many of my initial ponderings that led me to explore white settler identities in school 

spaces and understand more about the discourses that have shaped my own identity. The 

subsequent question shapes my discussion of findings in Chapter Five – how much does 

an identity of dominance rely upon keeping racial Others firmly in place?  Inevitably, 

these two questions related to white identities are intertwined, as the colonial discourses 

that shape our understanding of ourselves do so by creating difference and Otherness; 

consequently, there are intersecting discussions between both chapters.   
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Norton (2013) conceptualizes identity as “the way a person understands his or her 

relationship to the world, how that relationship is constructed over time and space, and 

how the person understands possibilities for the future” (p. 5). Her definition expands 

upon this first question and introduces other important considerations, such as how we 

understand our relationship to the world and how we understand this relationship to be 

constructed over time and space. Many scholars position white settlers as unwilling to 

acknowledge our historical and contemporary relationships as colonizers and as refusing 

to recognize our complicity within ongoing racism and colonialism (Battiste, 2013; Cote-

Meek, 2014; Dion, 2007; Thobani, 2007; Tuck et al., 2014; Tuck & Yang, 2012; Vowel, 

2016). From this perspective, critically examining the identities of white settler teachers 

should not only be viewed as an important step within initiatives of reconciliation, but as 

a priority and prerequisite to long-term goals for equitable education.  

Within this findings chapter, I begin by exploring the teachers’ understandings of 

white privilege and how it functions within settler schools to maintain whiteness. Next, I 

examine how the transparency of whiteness in our teaching spaces continues to 

naturalize our identity as the ‘unmarked’ norm, and how that shapes our understanding 

of ourselves as historically and socially constructed beings. To conclude this chapter, I 

explain why it is difficult to challenge and disrupt our racial understandings. 

 
Understandings of White Privilege 
 

A decade ago, I walked into an interview for my first teaching position with a 

public school division. I had carefully prepared my teaching portfolio with artifacts that I 

believed to represent my identity as a young educator, and I had intentionally included a 
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copy of an article by Peggy McIntosh (1988) to validate that I acknowledged the 

existence of white privilege in my life. At that time, I had come to believe that white 

privilege was in essence a consequence of historical acts of the past; I was merely a 

passive and innocent recipient bestowed with privileges based on the colour of my skin. I 

failed to see how the narrative of white privilege is discursively strategic in masking how 

white domination is re-established and reconstructed time and time again (Leonardo, 

2013). Now, I reflect upon my ignorance as just one example of how the powerful 

narratives of settler Canada have shaped my life experiences and how I see the world 

around me. I have come to realize that white privilege and a sense of racial superiority 

have been covertly weaved into all facets of my identity – the racialized and historical 

identity that I bring into my classroom each and every day.  

The concept of white privilege is noted in literature examining the construction 

and ongoing relational category of whiteness. The concept was first introduced in Peggy 

McIntosh’s (1988) widely cited article, but has since been reevaluated and expanded 

upon by other scholars (Leonardo, 2004; McIntosh, 2012). The racial hierarchy 

established in Canada positions white settlers in a location of structural advantage in 

society, and privileges are afforded to white settlers based on this position. Leonardo 

(2004) cautions that some discourses on privilege are built upon the idea of white 

innocence and re-inscribe the belief that privilege is happening without the knowledge of 

white subjects (Leonardo, 2004). In Saskatchewan, discourses constructing privilege in 

this sense mask the ongoing maintenance of white privilege through the beliefs, values 

and actions of white settlers. In my experience, the discussion topic of white privilege 
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can become deeply personal and evoke intense emotions in others. Research supports my 

experience demonstrating that white settlers find white privilege difficult to talk about 

and may use a range of defense mechanisms to engage with the topic (DiAngelo, 2011). 

Over the past few years, the term white privilege has gained recognition with articles and 

social media videos depicting people stepping forward when responding to a number of 

questions related to unearned advantages in society.  

Discussing white privilege with my participants seemed like a sensible entry into 

a conversation related to the significance of our identities as white settlers. I wanted to 

explore their understandings of their own racial identities and how white settlers 

maintain systems of privilege that benefit us in our everyday lives. Both Tammy and 

Laura chose to engage in the conversation in a manner that protects them from having to 

consider their own investments in privilege. In the following excerpt, Laura explains her 

understanding of white privilege by making connections to previous discussions with her 

Indigenous friend.  

Kali: So, have you ever heard of the term white privilege and can you describe 
what it means in Canadian schools…? 

 
Laura: I think that it’s huge, and I don’t know if you’ve ever seen the video 
about taking a step forward or backward and you can really just see it based on 
the privileges that people have and sometimes it makes a huge difference.  I think 
for myself and having friends that are not white, we talk about these things all the 
time about this. We talk about, my friend who is First Nations, and we talk about 
our sons. My son is blonde, very fair, with blue eyes, and her son looks very First 
Nations. And we talk too about, say if they are both getting drunk at 14, and they 
are both doing something stupid at 14, and “boys will be boys” but then who 
would get arrested. And it’s so big and so scary. 

 
She goes on to express that it is important to discuss white privilege with middle years 

students, so that “by high school they should have heard about it and be aware of it.” As 
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Laura begins to grapple with the ways that white privilege influences her personal 

experiences, she talks about privilege as if it is something that happens “to her” without 

her knowledge and her settler innocence remains intact. Understanding white privilege, 

as a seemingly natural phenomenon is problematic as it conceals our discursive practices 

actively maintaining the construction of setter superiority (Schick & St. Denis, 2005).  

When asked to explain the term white privilege and what it means within 

Canadian schools and society, Tammy provides the example of the colonial perspectives 

and the lack of representation of diverse cultures in learning resources such as textbooks. 

She explains that “…textbooks are written in a certain way, curriculum is developed in a 

certain way. Even, like, our programs that we use such as RAZ kids and Mathletics, they 

are all written in a certain way that doesn't show diversity. You know, to other cultures.” 

She continues on to explain “[resources] are getting better, it’s still predominantly 

white.” Tammy’s response echoes McIntosh’s (1988) original problematic sentiment that 

white privilege only exists within the systems around us; in this case, the representation 

of Eurocentric knowledge in teaching resources. Consciously or unconsciously, Tammy 

protects her investments in white privilege by superficially discussing privilege as if it is 

a problem that can “get better” with the rewriting of resources and the inclusion of 

Othered cultures in school textbooks. Because Tammy does not relate the question back 

to her own identity, her actions demonstrate a lack of critical consciousness of how white 

privilege is sought and maintained through our identities and beliefs as white settler 

teachers in schools.  
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When asked about white privilege, I sensed Jennifer’s frustration with the 

discussion topic. She begins by describing her son’s experience in a university class for 

pre-service teachers instructed by an Indigenous professor: 

 
Kali: I want to know, where or have you heard of the term white privilege? 
Where have you heard this term, the school division or society? 

 
Jennifer: I heard it from my son, when he came home a [university] class that he 
had. He said he hated going to the class, but he would continue going to the class 
because it’s what he needed. So, he said all [the professor] does is make us feel 
like we should go and commit suicide. And they were just so privileged… 

  
Jennifer’s description of her son’s experience in a university class demonstrates a 

discourse of violence (DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2014). DiAngelo and Sensoy (2014) explain 

that students “draw upon violent imagery to position contexts in which race and racism 

are under discussion as unsafe spaces” (DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2014, p. 103). Using 

violent imagery such as “committing suicide” to describe an experience in an anti-

oppressive university class is discursive in two ways. First, this discourse of violence 

positions her son as racially innocent as a white settler. Second, it is significant that her 

description positions his Indigenous professor as the perpetrator of violence (DiAngelo 

& Sensoy, 2014). Jennifer’s expectation of her son’s racial comfort in his university 

course is a reflection of white privilege in educational spaces in Canada. Feelings of 

safety, belonging and racial comfort are a privilege only afforded to white settlers in 

settler society schools. The move towards anti-oppressive approaches in education 

challenges white privilege as it contradicts the ideas, beliefs and socialized notions of 

what it means to be white in Canada (Schick, 2000). I prompt Jennifer further: 
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Kali: …Do you think there is white privilege in Canadian schools and society? 
 

Jennifer: Yes, absolutely. 
 

Kali: Can you think of examples? 
 

Jennifer: You know… (pause) 
 

Kali: Do you think there is, or do you think it’s just something that people are 
pointing out? 
 
Jennifer: I think, I don’t have certain kids run errands or do things for me 
because they are First Nations. Any examples? [pause] I think of my one 
students, and I don't have issues with him because he is First Nations, I have 
issues with him because he steals because mom and dad are both in jail. So, there 
I do. 

 

It seems as if Jennifer is attempting to enact colourblindness, however, the 

underlying discourse in her response reproduces settler colonial violence. Sterzuk (2011) 

explains that in Saskatchewan, “a constructed (and carefully maintained) dichotomy of 

white respectability and Indigenous criminality is necessary to us to be certain of our 

whiteness” (p. 70). Jennifer establishes her superior identity within her classroom by 

creating a discourse of criminality around an Indigenous child and his family. By 

constructing “difference” between herself as a white settler and her Indigenous student, 

Jennifer (re)establishes the racist, colonial ideologies constructed to uphold settler 

superiority and position her identity as a non-Other (Schick, 2000). Furthermore, this 

excerpt provides the first example of how seemingly casual conversation amongst two 

white settler teachers can be used to maintain racialized discourses of Otherness and 

these beliefs inflict pedagogical violence in classroom spaces (Martin et al., 2017).  
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 When asked about white privilege in schools, Amber explains from her position 

as a white settler educator in her own classroom. She discusses how her identity as a 

white settler is constructed to represent the default or norm in schools and society.  

 
 Amber: I mean, privilege is that all-powerful piece that in schools it’s incredibly 
so present. The privilege I have walking in is…I have the privilege of not being 
labeled. Even today when I think about how I described my classroom, I say ‘oh 
well, it’s half EAL and half First Nations and Métis, and the rest are “other”. I 
have the privilege of being the “other”. I have the privilege of being the 
default…I have the privilege, even in my classroom make-up where I represent 
the minority and there isn’t a lot of white settlers, but I still represent the normal. 
I’m afforded the privilege of being what is default. If you want to look at it from 
that lens, which is uncomfortable, which it needs to be uncomfortable? I have the 
privilege where who I am or what I do never needs to be discussed based on the 
labels and my actions get to inform these opinions. I get judged first by who I am 
and not what I am labeled.  
 
Amber understands how her identity as a white settler shapes her experiences and 

how her identity is “held up as the norm for humanity” (DiAngelo, 2016, p. 175). Schick 

& St. Denis’ (2005) explanation of white privilege is useful in understanding Amber’s 

perceptions: 

One privilege of whiteness – to pass invisibly for the norm – depends on 

marginalized identities against which the norm can be compared. A dominant 

group is positioned to define itself as a blank, unmarked space vs. a marked 

outside ‘other’. The unmarked norm is the space of privilege, an identification 

that gets to define standards according to itself. (p. 299) 

 
 Amber recognizes that her identity is rarely named or marked in educational 

spaces, and as white settler we are able to pass as the perceived “norm”. Within her 

school division, the use of labels such as EAL, First Nations, or Métis are used to name 
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the Othered identities in classrooms and mark difference; however, white teachers are 

rarely asked to examine the significance of their own racial identities. Amber describes 

that it is “uncomfortable” to view her identity as privileged in her classroom; however, I 

suggest that it is very uncommon for white settler teachers to be challenged to examine 

their whiteness.  

 
“I Just Am”: Whiteness as the Unmarked Norm 
 
 The transparency of whiteness in the teaching profession is due, in part, to its 

everyday dominant presence and how teacher identities are constructed within the prairie 

context of my research. In my experience, the belief that “schools are neutral” is a 

widely accepted belief amongst white people in Saskatchewan. Casual conversations 

amongst my friends and family reveal their concerns through comments such as “why do 

we need to accommodate, and change, for all these different cultures” or “we need to 

keep our traditions and all others can do things the way we do things here in Canada.” 

Within Saskatchewan settler consciousness, school spaces should be “mainstream,” 

moral and reflecting the pioneer values of the prairie – meritocracy, individualism, hard 

work and “grit.” The invisibility of whiteness in school spaces, to those of us who 

benefit from white privilege, also extends to white settler understanding of our own 

identities, just as Amber explained in her own experience. Studies also demonstrate that 

white pre-service teachers experience difficulty understanding the significance of their 

racial positioning in their classroom (Pete, 2017; Schick & St. Denis, 2005). Perhaps this 

is due to our own experiences in settler schools with predominantly white teachers; what 

we perceive to be “neutral” and commonsense in classrooms is actually shaped by years 
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of colonialism in school spaces. Pete (2017) discusses her experience as an Indigenous 

scholar and the assumptions that her pre-service students bring into her university 

classroom:  

They communicate a very traditional view of the work of teachers; a view that 

was shaped by their assumption that they as white teachers occupy a racially 

neutral position. At that point in the course, my learners resisted any discussion 

about how their social positioning as white educators allowed them to assume 

that the work of “classroom management” or “ instructional strategy choices” 

were somehow race neutral. (p. 60)  

The problematic assumption of neutrality within the teaching profession and 

pedagogical choices, as described in Pete’s (2017) experience with pre-service white 

teachers, is reflected in the following excerpt of conversation with Tammy. 

 
Kali: How does your identity connect to the identity of the students in your 
classroom? How is it the same or how is it different to the students you teach 
everyday? 

 
Tammy: I guess I can definitely connect to the kids with European background 
with the same Standard English. The obvious difference would be the English 
language learners, is that what you mean?  

 
Kali: I guess I’m just trying to see if you think that your identity matters. Does 
your identity matter in your classroom? 

 
Tammy: Sure, I never think of my identity because “I just am”. I’m the teacher; 
I’m just there. My [educational assistant] is from Pakistan, so she would have a 
different identity. Because I’m WASP, white Anglo-Saxon Protestant, I’m 
standard. 
 

This piece of conversation provides an example of how privilege shapes white settler 

understanding of white identities. Tammy’s response demonstrates how dominant 
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identities continue to be upheld as the blank, unmarked ‘norm’ vs. the marked ‘outsider’ 

(Schick & St. Denis, 2005). By focusing on the difference of her educational assistant’s 

identity, Tammy perpetuates a discourse of Otherness that marks the Othered identity as 

the departure from the norm and redirects the focus away from her white identity (Schick 

& St. Denis, 2005). Maintaining discourses of Otherness, or creating difference, is built 

into every fiber of Canadian society – we are a nation defined by multiculturalism within 

a bilingual framework (Haque, 2012). Through this subtle, and seemingly innocent habit 

of settlers, we use culture and language to mark Others as different or “outside” of the 

invisible boundaries of the unnamed center of privilege.  

It is also important to consider how views of teacher neutrality are tied up with 

commonsense ideas about what it means to be a “good teacher.” Pete (2017) draws upon 

the work of Grande (2004) to trouble notions of what it means to be a “good teacher” 

and how it relates to colonial consciousness. She states, “In my view, the notions of the 

good teacher are tired up with an unacknowledged colonial consciousness… teachers see 

the ‘good teacher’ as neutral and normal, whereas I see the ‘good teacher’ as deriving 

from white supremacy” (Pete, 2017, p. 65). Unless we begin to deconstruct the systems 

of power that shape commonsense perceptions of “what it means to be a good teacher,” 

schools will continue to inflict pedagogical violence through these beliefs, build 

classroom environments that privilege settler ways of knowing, and perpetuate 

discourses of Otherness to maintain our perceived neutrality.  

 
 
 
 



	

	

67 

“It’s Not My History”: Identifying with Our Shared History  
 
 Since the release of the TRC report, educating both teachers and students about 

the residential school legacy has become a focus for many Saskatchewan schools. As 

outlined within the Calls to Action, classrooms have a key role in creating a new and just 

relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in Canada (Truth and 

Reconciliation Canada, 2015). To create space for respectful dialogue in future 

generations, schools are responsible for preparing students with a truthful and deep 

understanding of treaty agreements, the residential school legacy and both historical and 

contemporary contributions of Indigenous peoples in Canada (Vowel, 2016). Treaty 

education has been mandated provincially since 2008, however, research demonstrates a 

resistance, discomfort and fear amongst white settler teachers facilitating learning 

experiences incorporating Indigenous content and treaty outcomes in their classrooms 

(Dion, 2016; Tupper, 2011; Pete, 2017). As school communities in Saskatchewan initiate 

conversations related to reconciliation, it is essential to consider the climate established 

within settler schools and the readiness of teachers to facilitate learning experiences that 

disrupt national narratives and challenge established beliefs about Canada’s past. To 

what extent are white settler teachers willing to locate ourselves as historical beings and 

do we really understand our historical and contemporary treaty relationships? 

Our willingness as white settlers to engage in open and honest conversations is an 

important piece in unpacking the discomfort, uneasiness, and perceived challenges 

related to teaching about Canada’s past. Within this next section, I focus on a 
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conversation with Tammy that revealed interesting aspects related to her willingness and 

readiness to facilitate and engage in learning experiences that disrupt settler narratives.  

Kali: …In what ways do you recognize the identities of your First Nations 
students? You said you have the cultural project, are there other ways you 
recognize that identity? Or celebrate the Canadian history of Indigenous 
contributions?  
 
Tammy: No, I haven’t. I know there’s this really big, it’s very important. 
 
Kali: Why do you think you haven’t? What challenges to do you feel? What’s 
stopping you? 
 
Tammy: I think it’s energy and lack there of. Again, putting a lot of time into a 
small group of students and not having the energy to do that stuff, ya.  
 
Kali: Do you feel like there’s a push to include, like, celebrating Indigenous 
students? 
 
Tammy: In my school? 
 
Kali: Or in your school division? 
 
Tammy: In the division for sure. Um, and I know we talked about treaty education 
in my class because I was trying to get a sense of what they know. They all told me 
all about the treaties, so within my school it has been discussed and taught, so I 
kind of look at the curriculum and went, well? They are knowledgeable and I’m 
not sure of where to go to from there. 

 
I find the work of Kovach (2013) helpful in understanding the discourses shaping 

Tammy’s perceptions. Kovach (2013) states, “there would be no worse irony than for 

treaty discourse in educational sites to transform the potentially subversive idea of treaty, 

with emphasis on ongoing dialogue among peoples, into a dead document of history…” 

(p. 112). Tammy’s response demonstrates how white settler teachers position treaty 

education as knowledge to be acquired and outcomes to be completed, rather than 

acknowledging and living through treaty as an ongoing relationship in everyday 
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interactions with Indigenous students. Tammy’s perception of treaty echoes a 

widespread discourse within Canadian society – the belief that we should “settle 

everything and never look back” (Vowel, 2016, p. 258), or in this case, check off the 

curricular boxes. I want to suggest that recognizing the identities of Indigenous students 

is one way that we can live through our treaty relationship.  Acknowledging students’ 

identities should not be viewed as taking “additional” time out of daily instruction in 

classrooms, but rather as an aspect of our ongoing treaty partnership today. 

At this point in my conversation with Tammy, I felt comfortable prompting 

further and connecting to her identity as a white settler.  

 
Kali: I will skip to a question from the end of my interview, because I think it’s 
relevant here: do you identify with being a white settler based on your family’s 
historical identity? You are British on both sides. 

 
Tammy: (nods to agree and laughs) 

 
Kali: Do you think that being white, is that part of the reason that it is difficult to 
recognize Indigenous students and their culture? Including the things that we 
know about our history and a painful history with Indigenous people, do you 
think that your identity and race ties into the challenges you feel? 

 
Tammy: I don’t think so, no I don’t think it does. I think it’s important and it’s 
the time and the energy right now. 

 
Kali: Before this year, have you focused on it at all?  

 
Tammy: Yes, I’ve taught about residential schooling, I’ve done treaty education 
with my students. 

 
Kali: Do you feel comfortable teaching about that? 

 
Tammy: No, I don’t know how comfortable I really feel…. 
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It’s important to note that I began to sense hesitation in Tammy’s responses. By 

questioning her further, my actions as a “fellow” white settler began to fall outside the 

anticipated boundaries of white solidarity. White solidarity, within professional teaching 

environments, works as an unspoken agreement to not talk openly about privilege or 

racial identity as to avoid making a colleague feel uncomfortable (DiAngelo, 2016). 

Rather than changing the subject, or acknowledging her responses of “I don’t have 

enough time,” I begin to disrupt the insulated and safe environment that habitually exists 

within a conversation amongst white teachers. By asking Tammy to consider her racial 

identity, I am exposing the meaning of race and privilege within our teaching identities. 

Rather than moving onto the next question, I opened up our conversation for further 

discussion.  

Kali: Let's talk about that.  
 
Tammy: Seriously, as a white settler with British background on both sides, you 
know, it’s like “sorry my people did that” I’m sure somewhere along the lines we 
did something and my fault. Although we are not Catholic at all. So no, I don't 
know if I would say that I feel comfortable because I am a white person teaching 
them about First Nations history. I do definitely feel that I’m worried sometimes 
about whether I “say the right thing or give the right information,” you know, teach 
it within the context that’s not appropriate. And I try hard not to of course. 
 
Kali: There were very painful events in the history of Canada. 
 
Tammy: And it’s not my history.  
 
Kali: What’s that? 
 
Tammy: It's not my history. I mean I can empathize and I can try to put myself in 
some else’s shoes, you know, it’s horrible and it’s terrifying. And I do feel, but I 
don’t feel that I’m comfortable teaching because it’s almost... 
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As Tammy grapples with her feelings, she demonstrates a number of socialized 

defensive maneuvers to manage the uncomfortable conversation and protect her settler 

innocence. Tammy’s displays of resentment (“like, I’m sorry my people did that…I’m 

sure somewhere along the lines we did something and my fault”), compassion (“I can 

empathize, and try to put myself into some else’s shoes), and vulnerability (“I’m worried 

sometimes…”) operate to protect her settler innocence within our conversation. For me, 

the most unsettling piece of our conversation is Tammy’s insistence on denying our 

history. Choosing to not identify with the shared history between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples is an intentional settler discourse highly effective in protecting 

ongoing investments in colonialism today.  

It is important to consider the discursive nature of Tammy’s response and how it 

worked to effectively end our conversation and dissipate the tension built by my further 

questioning. I view Tammy’s defensive response as a display of white fragility – “a state 

in which even a minimum amount of racial stress becomes intolerable, triggering a range 

of defensive moves” (DiAngelo, 2011, p. 54). Her disjointed utterances made me feel 

very uncomfortable, and the lure to reinstate my position of white settler solidarity is 

reflected in my comment, “there were very painful events in the history of Canada.” 

DiAngelo (2016) explains that white fragility punishes the person implicated in creating 

the racial tension within the conversation and ultimately bullies them back into silence; 

in this case, me as a white settler colleague probing a “sensitive” racial topic. In the 

moment, I did not understand that my response was a socialized behaviour that I have 

been taught, as both a white settler and teacher, which functions as an unspoken 
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agreement in my professional relationships to protect white superiority. However, I did 

feel a strong sense that I had “crossed a line” with my colleague.  

As I reflect upon my conversation with Tammy, it’s important to consider the 

extent to which white solidarity, or more accurately settler solidarity, continues to shape 

my relationships both personally and professionally. How often do I remain silent, rather 

than disrupt the harmful beliefs and actions of my white colleagues? In what ways am I 

rewarded socially for upholding my position of a “supportive colleague” or “easy-going 

friend” in my professional circles? I would like to suggest that settler solidarity amongst 

Saskatchewan teachers is intensified by our “deeply internalized, largely unconscious 

sense of racial belonging” (DiAngelo, 2011, p. 62) in the predominantly white teaching 

population. I will draw upon the words of DiAngelo (2016) to help me elaborate my 

argument, “…race is at play in all interactions, and perhaps most powerfully when it 

appears to be absent, and in racial segregation or all-white friendship circles. In all-white 

contexts, many problematic dynamics of racism are reinforced” (p. 335). Living in 

Saskatchewan, one aspect of my privilege is that I generally do not have to consider my 

racial identity in the spaces in which I live. As discussed in Chapter One, my privilege 

has allowed me to choose to live my life in spaces saturated by whiteness. My settler 

identity is reflected and continually reaffirmed in the neighbourhood where I choose to 

live, in my predominantly white friendship circles and professional relationships, and in 

the educational spaces where I teach. It is important to consider how my life is shaped by 

the white spaces around me and how the process of maintaining settler dominance in 

these spaces continues “within” me through my ongoing socialization in my 
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relationships with other settlers. Through my daily interactions, my investment in settler 

solidarity is connected to my deeply internalized sense of racial and linguistic belonging 

in my personal and professional spaces. To disrupt or challenge the racial understandings 

of another settler teacher is to “break rank” and the consequences of such actions would 

be detrimental to the social circles that I rely upon for support and belonging in my 

workplace.  

Thus, an important question to consider is – how can the culture within settler 

schools be changed to move beyond maintaining discourses that position “good 

teachers” as those who remain silent, compliant and amiable, to valuing teachers who 

challenge each other’s beliefs and ideas that inflict colonial violence in classroom 

spaces? As a starting point, white settler teachers need to recognize the significance of 

their own racial identities and understand that feelings of discomfort provide an 

opportunity to examine the practices and beliefs that we perceive to be commonsense.  

 
“I Don’t Need to Feel Persecuted”: Disrupting White Settler Racial Understandings  
 
 The insulated environment of white privilege and racial belonging amongst white 

settler teachers in Saskatchewan has contributed to an expectation of racial comfort in 

professional spaces (DiAngelo, 2011). As I mentioned earlier, the prevalence of 

whiteness in teacher identities and school spaces prevents us from having to think about 

the significance of our identity, and we perceive ourselves as the unnamed, blank norm. 

Considering the potential of critical anti-oppressive/anti-racist education in my own 

experiences, I asked the teachers if they would be interested in professional development 
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sessions related to this topic. The following is an excerpt of my conversation with 

Jennifer: 

Kali: Have you had any other PD related to anti-racism, actually talking about 
racism, white privilege? 

 
Jennifer: Other than the Treaty education PD last year, I would say no. I am not 
interested in taking this PD. 

 
Kali: Why not? 

 
Jennifer: Because I’m tired of being blamed for something that I didn’t have any 
control over. 

 
Kali: Do you feel that that is a dominant story; like, in the way it’s being 
presented? 

 
Jennifer: I do, and I feel that people are fearful of saying anything because there 
will be repercussions obviously. Like, I love my kids in here and I would never 
hurt any of them intentionally. But we would be hurt intentionally if we subject 
ourselves to that. I can’t change what happened 50, 60, or 70 years ago. I can’t 
change that.  
 
Kali: Do you feel that educators who are strong advocates for First Nations 
people can be overwhelming, and it’s not helpful? 

 
Jennifer: I don’t need to feel persecuted. I am going to argue my point anyway 
and I feel I need to defend it. I get tired of defending myself. I am willing to help 
fix it but I need to know what and I need to know there is an end date. At what 
point do we move on from this? …So you tell me what you want me to do, and 
tell me what the end date is and I will be first in line as an advocate. But don’t 
keep going ‘do this’, okay now ‘this’, now what about ‘this’. It will never end. 

 
Jennifer’s response illustrates two potential challenges related to implementing a 

critical anti-oppressive/anti-racist approach for professional development opportunities. 

Firstly, professional development sessions offered by school divisions usually contain an 

element of teacher choice. Considering that the purpose of critical anti-racist or anti-

oppressive education is to unpack commonsense practices and systems of power and 



	

	

75 

privilege in society, it’s predictable that many white settler participants will experience a 

range of discomforting emotions. As white settlers, it is rare that we need to consider our 

racial identities or feel racially uncomfortable in our personal and professional lives – 

one critical reason for this is that we can choose to be in spaces where we are 

comfortable. If anti-oppressive sessions or workshops are offered as a professional 

development choice, teachers can simply choose to opt out from taking part in 

conversations or being within an environment that may challenge their beliefs.  

Secondly, Jennifer is concerned that teachers “will be hurt intentionally” if they 

are to participate in critical anti-oppressive professional development and that she is 

“tired of feeling persecuted.” As a facilitator of anti-oppressive workshops, DiAngelo 

(2016) explains how white participants often confuse comfort with safety in difficult 

conversations about race. One characteristic of our internalized dominance in society is 

that we feel entitled to racial comfort in all environments, however, our call for safety 

distracts and minimizes the legacy of trauma and injury experiences by Others 

(DiAngelo, 2016). Within my current research context, there are many workshops and 

sessions taking place with teachers across the province focusing on the history of 

residential schools and other colonial policies – a focus on the truthful narratives that 

have been silenced for many years in educational spaces. With the importance of 

centering Indigenous voices in the retelling of Canada’s narratives, many facilitators of 

these learning experiences and difficult conversations are Indigenous advocates and 

leaders within school divisions or other community organizations. Claiming “I don’t feel 

safe” or “I’m feeling attacked” while discussing the colonial violence inflicted on 
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children during the residential school era, positions white participants as the “innocent” 

victims while shifting the focus away from meaningful conversations.  

 In my experience, settler discourses of innocence in uncomfortable conversations 

are strategic and often go unnoticed and unchallenged within professional teaching 

spaces. I recently had the opportunity to participate in the KAIROS Blanket Exercise 

with a group of my professional teaching colleagues. The focus of the interactive 

exercise is to deepen participants’ understanding of the historic and contemporary 

relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada. To conclude 

our learning experience, the facilitators asked us to sit in a circle, pass around a rock, and 

take turns sharing our feelings. In my own classroom, we use sharing circles often to 

solve friendship problems, express concerns, and build each other up with caring 

compliments. I always remind my eight-year-old students to enter into our sharing 

circles with open, understanding, and honest hearts. As I sat in the familiar circle 

formation, this time with my colleagues, I recognized many problematic discourses of 

settler innocence being used by the white settler teachers to protect themselves and their 

perceptions of their own identities. Some of the problematic discourses of settler 

innocence demonstrated include: a) making connections to Indigenous friends (“I talk 

about this stuff all the time with my Indigenous friend”); b) separating oneself from the 

group as being more knowledgeable about the topic (“not much was new today”); c) 

expressing feelings of guilt; and d) remaining silent and choosing to not speak. My 

intention in sharing my experience is to make visible the persistence of whiteness that is 

present at all times, even when it is unnoticeable and tied up in the “good intentions” of 
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teachers. One of the significant challenges in educational spaces will be to disrupt 

notions of innocence and push white settler teachers to recognize their identities as both 

a construction and a product of social and historical relations (St. Denis, 2007). It is only 

from a critical perspective that we will begin to recognize our complicity within ongoing 

colonialism, understand how our commonsense practices and pedagogy maintain 

whiteness in school spaces, and be ready to openly engage in conversations and take 

action to create more equitable spaces for all students.  

 A key piece often overlooked with professional development related to critical 

anti-oppressive and anti-racism is that conversations must be ongoing and teachers need 

to be engaged in critical reflective practices regarding their beliefs and perceptions. The 

following is a piece of my conversation with Amber that highlights the importance of 

ongoing critical conversations: 

 Kali: Have you ever participated in professional development related to anti-
oppressive or anti-racist education? Would this professional development interest 
you, or do you feel that there’s a need? 

 
 Amber: Hugely! Because even at this point, in 2016, I’m shocked at how little I 
do know. I feel…I feel I need it in two ways. I will always keep needing it in two 
ways. One, for the information, the historical background. I’m thinking very 
specifically right now around the residential schools and treaty information, 
because I do think that’s an area that I am pretty ignorant in. I’m shocked by 
what I have learned over the past year. Two, because of the ongoing check. When 
we talk about privilege, I’m in a very privileged spot, with my social-economic 
status, in every way. It’s very easy in my day-to-day world to get sucked into 
negativity and to know what I know and to miss that bigger picture. With those 
tough questions, I need to sit back and think about this. With the actions, I need 
to sit back and think about where this is coming from rather than just get so 
angry. [Professional development] needs to be ongoing, and I find that the best 
[professional development], with anti-oppressive education, comes from talking 
to people. The connections I’ve made through EdCamps…you are connecting 
with people who are living it and walking it…I want someone to put a lens on me 
and look at what I’m doing right, or to say ‘did you think about how you are 



	

	

78 

thinking about that’. Like I said, the people that think they don't need 
professional development probably need it the most. You don’t know what you 
don’t know…which is the scariest. 

 
Amber’s response highlights two significant aspects of anti-oppressive professional 

development. First, teachers need to learn about historical events that have been left out 

of many of our educational experiences as students. Sessions related to treaty education, 

residential schools and reconciliation in school spaces are critical for teachers to be 

informed and knowledgeable as we educate future generations.  

 Second, our privilege and perspectives as white settlers need to be frequently 

kept in-check. Each and every day, I exist within spaces where I do not need to consider 

the significance of my identity as a white settler. Harmful colonial discourses are 

powerful and often unnoticeable in the spaces where I live and work, and it is important 

that I engage in conversations that continue to unsettle the colonial discourses that exist 

as a strong undercurrent socializing me at all times. I suggest that professional 

development opportunities need be constructed to build our stamina for racial 

discomfort, foster deeper conversations and push us to continually unpack our 

assumptions about our teaching, learning and our identity as white settler teachers. As 

revealed in Jennifer’s response, “teachers are not necessarily interested in hearing the 

difficult things that need to be said or doing the difficult analysis of unpacking their 

assumptions about inequality” (St. Denis & Schick, 2005, p. 55). Engaging in 

conversations with critically conscious colleagues can drive change from within our 

relationships, but only if white settler teachers are ready to be vulnerable and honest in 

professional spaces. 
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 To conclude this chapter, I return to my initial guiding question within the 

context of my study, “who do white settler teachers know themselves to be?” As 

illustrated within this chapter, white settler perceptions of identity continue to be 

informed and shaped by ongoing colonial discourses in settler society. The refusal to 

recognize ourselves as historical and racialized beings allows white settlers to believe 

that white privilege, and what it holds in place, exists as a system “outside” of us. It 

protects white settlers from understanding our own complicity within ongoing 

colonialism, and there is little urgency to examine our own identities or make change in 

the spaces around us. Reflecting on the ways in which the teachers take up and live 

through these discourses, I see the urgent need to find ways to disrupt and unsettle these 

problematic understandings that allow whiteness to persist as an unquestioned 

undercurrent in schools today.  

 In Chapter Five, I expand on this discussion by exploring the ways in which 

teachers produce difference and maintain whiteness in school spaces through 

commonsense beliefs and practices. My discussion is shaped around two guiding 

questions, “How much does an identity of dominance rely upon keeping racial Others 

firmly in place, and how are people kept in place?” I draw upon examples from within 

my data that demonstrate how schools, through the beliefs and pedagogical practices of 

teachers, actively maintain racial and linguistic hierarchies in settler society today.  
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Chapter Five: Understanding Difference And Reproducing Whiteness  
 

 The analysis and discussion is in this chapter is guided by the question, “how 

much does an identity of dominance rely upon keeping racial Others firmly in place” 

(Razack, 2002, p. 5)? My discussion builds on Chapter Four as I examine ways in which 

white teachers maintain dominant discourses of difference to reproduce and mask 

whiteness in professional and learning spaces (Schick & St. Denis, 2005). Racism and 

creating “difference” is deeply rooted in the construction of white settler consciousness 

as colonizers and whiteness depends upon settlers maintaining a specific racial and 

linguistic hierarchy in society today. Although difficult to recognize, covert racist 

discourses exist in schools and reinforce an ideology of Otherness used throughout 

history to justify settler superiority.  

I begin by discussing how discourses of multiculturalism are used to manage and 

recognize diversity in classrooms and justify the exclusion of treaty education and 

narratives of colonialism. I then demonstrate how language is used as proxy for race in 

my conversations discussing a new population of language learners. Next, I draw upon 

pieces of conversations that demonstrate deficit discourses as the teachers grapple with 

their understanding of the challenges faced by Indigenous students and their families in 

schools today. I conclude this chapter by highlighting the significance of race in my 

conversations with my participants, how white talk is used in white spaces to produce 

difference and the role it plays in maintaining racist discourses in schools today.  

 

 
 



	

	

81 

Managing Difference through Multiculturalism 
 

Multiculturalism continues to be a widely accepted approach to recognizing and 

managing “difference” in Canadian society and it is acknowledged as a defining feature 

of Canada’s national identity (Simpson et al., 2011; Thobani, 2007). Multiculturalism in 

Saskatchewan classrooms manifests in learning experiences that focus on the 

acknowledgment of “culture” and “difference,” but ignore the significance of race and 

systems of power in Canada. Classrooms socialize students into the multicultural ethos 

through cultural projects, school-wide mosaics, and other activities that focus on 

simplistic aspects of Othered cultures such as food, celebrations, and dress. 

Multiculturalism, as a national identity, masks the ongoing prevalence of white privilege 

and maintains colonial racial and linguistic hierarchies in schools and settler society. 

Although it was not a specific topic of discussion in my participant interviews, responses 

from both Jennifer and Tammy reflect beliefs about difference shaped by 

multiculturalism. I focus on these responses because they demonstrate how settlers are 

socialized into beliefs about culture and diversity. When asked about recognizing the 

racial and linguistic identities in her classroom, Tammy describes a culture project that 

her students completed in Social Studies. Tammy explained that each student was 

required to participate in a cultural research project:  

 
Tammy: The curriculum definitely spurred the unit, it’s actually a unit on 
cultural change.  

 
Kali: What grade do you teach? 

 
Tammy: 5/6. Um, so we learned about cultural change and the benefits and the 
drawbacks. Then they researched their culture and presented it. They also had to 
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present a piece where they reflected on the cultural change of their culture. What 
they liked, what they didn’t like.  
 

This cultural project, as described by Tammy, reinforces problematic beliefs about 

culture that stem from discourses related to multiculturalism. First, Tammy does not 

discuss the project in terms of celebrating our diversity, however, she does ask the 

students to identify and research their culture. Secondly, unless her students have been 

taught to examine issues of race, language and power relations, their independent 

research likely focuses on superficial aspects of culture (such as food, celebrations, and 

traditions). Thirdly, the students’ focus on cultural change related to their family’s 

country of origin. For white settler students, this approach signals that their cultural 

heritage is “out there” or “in the past” and that it has little meaning in their lives today in 

Canada. For Indigenous students, Canada is their territory and the cultural change that 

has happened over time is directly related to issues of identity, power, race and language, 

and settler identities within their classrooms are implicated in ongoing colonialism and 

displacement on Indigenous lands. Considering the identity piece of this project, I asked 

Tammy if she included her cultural identity in discussions with her students: 

Kali: Did you share your culture? 
 

Tammy: Well, I’m British both sides. It’s boring. So, instead I chose to share 
about the Mayan culture since I just came back from Mexico. I took a ton of 
pictures and I also have my phrases, which is Spanish. 

 
Kali: So did they get to choose? Or did you want them to share the culture they 
identify with?  

 
Tammy: I said “your cultural heritage”. So if you had 5 different histories or 
heritages, pick one. Don’t give me all five. So they picked one. 
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It is interesting that Tammy decided to share Mayan culture with her students, rather 

than talk her “cultural heritage” of British ancestry. Tammy explains that her British 

background is boring, however, I want to suggest that Tammy’s beliefs about her own 

cultural identity have been shaped by multicultural discourses in Canada. Although 

multiculturalism refers to an ideal of equality amongst all cultural, linguistic and 

religious identities in Canada, white privilege allows white settler identity to pass for the 

unquestioned norm in society (Schick & St. Denis, 2005). As white settlers, we are 

socialized into perceiving culture and language differences as belonging to racialized 

Others in society. Tammy’s perception of her “boring” cultural heritage suggests that she 

understands her identity as standard and common, although her decision to not talk about 

her identity also indicates to her students that her cultural identity is insignificant. Her 

identity and whiteness are naturalized by her decision to focus on a more “interesting” 

culture. By teaching her students about the Mayan culture, she positions culture as an 

exotic spectacle to appreciate and consume by dominant society (Schick & St. Denis, 

2005).  

 
Keeping It Mainstream 
 
 St. Denis (2011) presents a discussion of how multicultural discourses are used in 

Canada to “manage and silence competing interests within the nation” (p. 308). 

Multiculturalism, both historically and within contemporary society, fosters ongoing 

colonialism by equating Indigenous collective voices and interests with those of all 

ethnic and cultural groups within Canada (St. Denis, 2011). Multiculturalism establishes 

the belief that “we are all equal” and works to erase the unique position of Indigenous 
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peoples and their treaty rights in Canada. In Saskatchewan schools, multiculturalism is 

used to dispute the need to introduce Indigenous perspectives and content in public 

schools (St. Denis, 2011). Some of these beliefs are reflected in Jennifer’s responses 

during our conversation about recognizing diversity in her classroom:  

 
Kali: We talked about how it creates challenges, ummm, do you do things to 
recognize the diversity in your classroom, or celebrate the diversity?  

 
Jennifer: I would say no. 

 
Kali: Okay, so why do you feel that you don’t? What stops you from doing that? 

 
Jennifer: Because there’s so much. I mean, I try to keep it more mainstream than 
anything. I don't know if that's a good thing or not. I mean you talk about First 
Nations…the focus is on First Nations in every school. Ummm…and I am 
frustrated by that because I don’t just have First Nations kids in here. I have 
Hispanic; I have Vietnamese, so why does only one culture matter? 

 
Jennifer’s response demonstrates two examples of pedagogical violence that allows 

ongoing colonialism to continue through “well-meaning” intentions and words of 

teachers. Through the use of an “innocent” settler approach, Jennifer claims an “every 

student matters” position to devalue the need for Indigenous perspectives and content in 

classrooms. As St. Denis (2011) explains, “multiculturalism in schools makes it possible 

for non-Aboriginal teachers and schools to trivialize Aboriginal content and 

perspectives, and at the same time believe they are becoming more inclusive and 

respectful” (p. 313). Although Jennifer’s perspective may appear to stem from the goal 

of inclusivity of all students, she reinforces a harmful colonial narrative that trivializes 

and erases the importance of Indigenous peoples and their relationship to this land. In my 

experience, comments such as Jennifer’s are commonly used to justify the exclusion of 
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Indigenous content and treaty related learning experiences. These conversations typically 

happen in isolated social interactions without Indigenous colleagues present; spaces 

where white settler teachers feel a sense of racial comfort and entitlement to share our 

ideas freely. Unchallenged, white talk functions to justify acts of pedagogical violence, 

produce settler innocence, and validate settler solidarity amongst white teachers.  

Furthermore, Jennifer’s justification of “keeping it mainstream” demonstrates 

how whiteness goes unnamed and unquestioned within educational spaces. Battiste 

(2013) compares the Eurocentric system of knowledge considered mainstream to a 

keeper current in rapid waters – “the keeper current drags a person to the bottom then 

back to the top, but if one fights against the current one usually drowns” (p. 107). 

Jennifer’s perception is built upon the harmful assumption that mainstream education is 

neutral and normal, and she perpetuates discourses that ignore the prevalence of 

Eurocentric curriculum and values that continue to flood Saskatchewan schools. From 

this position, Jennifer is likely to devalue and ignore the wealth of knowledge and 

experiences that all students bring into her classroom. “Keeping it mainstream” 

diminishes and undermines other ways of knowing that already exist within her 

classroom through her students’ cultural funds of knowledge (Martin et al., 2017). 

 
Welcoming New Students 
 

As a teacher and researcher, my data collection period came at a time of unique 

change in many Saskatchewan schools. My conversations with the teachers took place 

approximately a month following the arrival of the first wave of Syrian refugee students 

into Saskatchewan classrooms. At the time, I attended a teacher seminar offered through 



	

	

86 

my school division, which focused on informing teachers about the background 

experiences of the new students, potential challenges and the best approaches for 

inclusion of new language learners in our classrooms. As I anticipated the arrival of my 

new students, there were many conversations in both my personal and professional social 

circles expressing uneasiness and concern about the population of refugees that would be 

joining communities across Saskatchewan. It seemed that many people questioned 

whether the refugees belonged in society at all and, in classrooms, this discourse 

manifested as concern for lack of resources, support and knowledge related to teaching 

students who do not speak English.  

 Drawing upon the work of Sara Ahmed (2000), Thobani (2007) conceptualizes 

‘strange encounters’ between exalted nationals and their different Others. She asserts that 

each contemporary encounter between white settlers and their racialized Others both 

encapsulates and reopens past encounters throughout history (Thobani, 2007). Within a 

Canadian context, contemporary encounters with immigrants and refugees “reopen older 

histories of preferred and non-preferred races, of internments and racial hatreds 

expressed in projects to build Canada as a white man’s country” (Thobani, 2007, p. 22). I 

return to Thobani’s words to reflect on my conversation with Jennifer as we discuss the 

new Syrian students she had recently welcomed into her classroom. I asked Jennifer if 

she had noticed an increase in student diversity over the past few years, and the 

following is an excerpt of her response. 

 
Jennifer: And certainly with the Syrian refugees now, the language barrier, and 
it is a barrier…and with the Syrian kids I’m seeing behaviours on the playground, 
because of the lack of language. They don’t understand the rules, they’ve come 
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from total chaos into this structured, routine environment that they have nothing 
to compare it to so they are off the charts with their behaviours. I think they 
needed to be put into some kind of an environment, so they can get used to where 
they are, get more of a grasp upon the language, and then try and put them into a 
classroom or school situation.  
 
Kali: Hmm…. 

 
Jennifer: But what they’ve done for them is a disservice not just to the Syrian 
kids, but with the kids they come into contact with, because we’ve had injuries on 
the playground because of it and how rude and obnoxious they can be to staff. I 
mean staff are bending over backwards, they understand these kids have some 
from some really ugly backgrounds, and they get hugs and they can be very 
sweet, but the kids can turn on a dime. Lots of the kids are giving symbols where 
they run their fingers across their chins or, you know, or it’s kind of like you 
know, I’m pretty sure it’s a “screw you” in their language.  
 

Our conversation continues later on… 
 
Kali: Okay, who do you think advocates for the EAL and refugee students in 
your school? 

 
Jennifer: Definitely the principal and vice principal. They will give up their 
recesses when these guys were first here and they couldn't settle at all. They 
would take them into the gym for recess time and make sure that they had an 
outlet and safe and supervised environment where they weren’t a threat to the 
other kids on the playground.  
 

First, I would like to draw attention to the way in which Jennifer uses language as proxy 

for race in our conversation. By talking about the linguistic identities of her students, in 

terms of their “language barriers,” Jennifer skirts a conversation about race; however, 

she is able to do so without being implicated as racist. Motha (2014) and Sterzuk (2011) 

discuss how teachers avoid discussing the racial identities of their students, although 

they are comfortable talking about students in term of their linguistic identities. In 

schools, discourses that may be otherwise read as racist are comfortable and acceptable 

when speaking about linguistic identities of students (Motha, 2014). It is important to 
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recognize how colonial discourses related to race continue to be maintained in 

conversations, often amongst white settler teachers, although they do so in subtly coded-

ways that are deemed acceptable in settler schools.  

It is also important to consider how Jennifer’s beliefs reinforce colonial 

discourses about “who” belongs in classrooms and those who should not be welcome. 

When Jennifer describes her students as aggressive and violent, due to their “lack of 

language” (language as proxy for race), she reproduces a discourse of Otherness 

positioning her new students as “outsiders.” I suggest that Jennifer’s beliefs about the 

belonging of her students are shaped by colonial discourses related to the legitimacy of 

historically non-preferred races belonging in Canadian society, as well as prevalent 

negative views of Muslims in Canadian society promoted by the media post-9/11 

(Amjad, 2018; Thobani, 2007; Zine, 2006). Amjad (2018) explains, “Islamophobic 

beliefs about Muslims are based on the assumption that Muslims are religious radicals 

who believe in violence against non-Muslims” (p. 316). As Jennifer positions her refugee 

students as unpredictable and untrustworthy (“but the kids can turn on a dime”), her 

words reflect Islamophobic discourses of terrorism and national anxieties perpetuating 

the racialization of Muslim students and communities (Amjad, 2018; Thobani, 2007; 

Zine, 2006).  

 
Understanding of the Experiences of Indigenous Students 
 
 In September 2017, an article was released titled “Indigenous Students Account 

for Biggest Jump in Rising Graduation Rates at Regina Public Schools” (CBC, 2017). As 

I read the article, I reflected on the many discussions I had been a part of over the past 
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five years related to increasing the achievement of Indigenous students in Regina Public 

Schools. At an elementary school level, our conversations focused on setting goals 

related to the literacy and numeracy achievement and sense of belonging of Indigenous 

students. Time is set-aside at the beginning of each school year for creating our school-

wide strategic plan and this generally involves teachers mulling over colourful graphs 

representing data collected from previous school years. One of the visuals usually 

separates the data into groups of students, comparing the achievement of Indigenous 

students to settler students. Following the data review is a brainstorming session amongst 

predominantly white professionals to come up with strategies to help “close the gap” of 

achievement in public schools.  

The achievement and graduation rates of Indigenous students continues to be a 

priority as outlined within the Provincial Education Sector Strategic Plan (ESSP) and the 

correlating strategic plans created within each school division (Government of 

Saskatchewan, 2017). The Strategic Plan for Regina Public School Division defines six 

core strategies for 2017-2020, aligning with government planning for provincial schools. 

The first of these priorities is to “improve Indigenous student retention and achievement” 

(Regina Public Schools, 2017). It states, “following many years of commitment and 

effort on the part of Regina Public School’ staff, [Indigenous students’] graduation rates 

remain low” (Regina Public Schools, 2017, p. 4). With the continual focus on improving 

the achievement of Indigenous students in public school classrooms, I often question 

whether we accurately understand why the achievement gap between Indigenous 
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students and “everyone else” exists in the first place and how it is connected to a legacy 

of colonial violence inflicted in educational spaces.  

Volume five of the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 

Canada focuses on the legacy of the residential school system. Although the residential 

school era has ended, the devastating legacy is reflected through ongoing hurt within 

Indigenous communities across Canada (Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 2015). The 

legacy is described within the final report:  

The legacy of the schools continues to this day. It is reflected in the significant 

educational, income, and health disparities between Aboriginal people and other 

Canadians—disparities that condemn many Aboriginal people to shorter, poorer, 

and more troubled lives. The legacy is also reflected in the intense racism some 

people harbour against Aboriginal people and the systemic and other forms of 

discrimination Aboriginal people regularly experience in Canada. Over a century 

of cultural genocide has left most Aboriginal languages on the verge of 

extinction. The disproportionate apprehension of Aboriginal children by child 

welfare agencies and the disproportionate imprisonment and victimization of 

Aboriginal people are all part of the legacy of the way that Aboriginal children 

were treated in residential schools. (Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 2015, p. 3)  

 
In settler schools, it is very easy to disconnect the past from present conversations 

relating to the achievement of Indigenous students. “Forgetting” is a discursive settler 

habit that has served us well in maintaining white superiority throughout history and 

disconnecting the past from the present is an adapted manifestation of this settler habit 
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(Razack, 2002). With discussions of reconciliation running parallel to strategic planning 

for improving the achievement of Indigenous students, forgetting is no longer an 

acceptable position. However, disconnecting the past from the present continues to 

nurture the unchallenged assumption that current challenges and struggles faced by 

Indigenous communities are self-imposed (Vowel, 2016). By associating the “lack of 

achievement” and failures to the Indigenous students and their families, and 

disconnecting current conditions from the past, we produce difference and shift the 

emphasis away from implicating teachers and schools as historical and ongoing sites of 

colonialism.  

Settler teachers do not recognize or openly discuss how our own identities and 

beliefs as white settler teachers are inextricably and deeply rooted in history. The legacy 

of residential schools lives on in settler discourses about the inferiority and inadequacy 

of Indigenous peoples. These public discourses continue to racialize and position 

Indigenous peoples as inferior in contrast to the superiority of white settlers in 

Saskatchewan. Within this section, I focus on how the teachers engage a number of 

naturalized discourses to make sense of the academic achievement and struggles of their 

Indigenous students. I will discuss how these discourses work together to produce 

difference by connecting failure to the Other and shifting the emphasis away from 

implicating schools and teachers as maintaining schools as white spaces (Schick & St. 

Denis, 2005).  
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“Have Some Self-Pride”. 
 

In the following, Jennifer’s response trivializes the trauma and destructive legacy 

of past colonial injustices and the violent nature of policies focused on controlling, 

assimilating and destroying Indigenous peoples. Her argument of “we need to move past 

this” reflects a familiar settler discourse in Saskatchewan that may also be expressed as 

“just get over it” or “the past is the past”. 

 
Kali: What challenges do you think face your Indigenous students and their 
families in schools? 

 
Jennifer: There’s such a lack of self-esteem. 

 
Kali: With the families? 

 
Jennifer: I think there’s anger there, and I think that’s just because it’s in their 
DNA because it has to be. From the amount of crap they’ve been subjected to, 
right? Like the amount of crap, their forefathers have been subjected to because 
of my forefathers. Only everything keeps getting moved to the current, so we 
never really move ahead because we never let go of the past. And I think you 
should never let go of the past, but at some point I think we need to say let’s 
move forward from this, you can’t keep saying the drug abuse problems are 
because of how we were treated so badly, you know? Way back? And the 
alcoholism, we have a reason, but we need to move past that. So I see parents 
coming in angry and kids coming in with low self-esteem thinking, “I can’t do 
this”. I don’t know if it’s because their First Nations but I do see that a lot in my 
First Nations kids. I would love them to just come in and be proud of who they 
are. I don’t care if you’re an “A” student but have some self-pride.  

 
Vowel (2016) describes how “in acknowledging the past, but cutting if off from the 

present, there is a strong implication that, at some point, Canada got itself sorted out and 

began dealing fairly with Indigenous peoples” (p. 126). In this utterance, Jennifer 

perpetuates the myth that Canada has rid itself of the racist policies and structures of the 

past, and that we have moved into an era of the level playing field; however, current 
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policies and institutions maintain many of the same colonial discourses of the past 

(Vowel, 2016). It is common for settlers to position past injustices as “way back” but in 

doing so, we are collectively writing an inaccurate narrative; perhaps to create space 

between ourselves and our racist “forefathers” that came before us.  

Jennifer identifies lack self-esteem and self-pride as challenges facing Indigenous 

students in schools. It's important to recognize how Jennifer identifies the problem as 

residing within the Other (in this excerpt, her Indigenous students), shifting the focus 

away from the historical and ongoing whiteness in schools (Schick & St. Denis, 2005). 

Anger, lack of self-esteem and self-pride of Indigenous students are not challenges that 

exist, as Jennifer questions, “because they are First Nations.” Rather, concerns of self-

esteem and self-pride in the Indigenous student population should be understood as 

reflections of intergenerational trauma and destructive past experiences in residential 

schools. As documented in the TRC report, violent and racist discourses positioning 

Indigenous peoples as “heathens” and “savages” were woven into the very fabric of the 

residential school curriculum, and these same discourses were openly taught in settler 

schools. Many students left residential schools “filled with self-loathing and loathing of 

their own family and community. They also left with a profound distrust of education” 

(Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 2015, p. 66).  

  Deficit Discourses of Language. 

 As my conversation continued with Jennifer, her responses reflect deficit 

discourses related to language and she questions Indigenous parents’ home support for 

reading.     
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Jennifer: I find [Indigenous students’] language skills, for the most part, deficit. 
Why? I mean who knows. We have the head start program, it been going on now 
for what, like 20 some years. Um…I don’t know. You talk to parents at 
conferences; they tell you they are reading at home. But I wonder if parents 
understand that the kid isn’t actually reading, he may be decoding but not 
necessarily comprehending what they are reading. Or are you checking what your 
child is reading? 
 

Later on the conversation continues… 
 

Kali: And how do you find your FN students’ academics? 
 

Jennifer: Weak. My First Nations students are weak. Not all, but most. 
Certainly, I don’t think I have (pauses to think and look at desks), I have one here 
who is stellar and amazing. She will be whatever she wants to be when she gets 
older; she’s so bright. She’s beautiful and talented and gifted. But I think a lot of 
that drive who comes from mom. Mom is pushing, and teachers have certainly 
guided her in the right way. I would say for the most part that my kids, my First 
Nations kids, are really, really low achievers and low self-esteem. 

 
In the first piece of our conversation, Jennifer uses of the word “deficit” to describe the 

language skills of her Indigenous students. As a teacher and researcher, I find the word 

“deficit” uncomfortable and worth troubling, especially when it is used in the context of 

describing the perceived successes and failures of students. It is important to not view 

Jennifer’s use of the word as an innocent mistake, but rather as evidence of the ways in 

which her views of language have been shaped by colonial discourses about race and 

language. Sterzuk (2011) discusses how “educator deficit discourses about language are 

not simply misunderstandings or conflicting views about how to communicate; they are 

fed by very old colonialist views of the Other” (p. 106). Just as white settlers have the 

privilege of being the unmarked norm, settler ways of speaking ‘Standard English’ are 

also elevated over Othered variations of English (Sterzuk, 2011). Jennifer’s response 

provides an example of how Indigenized ways of performing English are not sanctioned 
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within school spaces and often positioned as deficit in contrast to the unquestioned 

“standard” of English that we use as a naturalized marker of success.  

In both of Jennifer’s responses, I recognize subtle echoes of colonial discourses 

related to the educational support from Indigenous parents and families. In the first 

excerpt, Jennifer questions whether parents are “understanding that their kid isn’t 

actually reading” or “checking that their child is reading.” Parent support is often 

positioned as a significant asset in student success; however, teachers need to be critical 

of beliefs that disparage or blame parents for their child’s lack of motivation and success, 

especially with Indigenous families. St. Denis, Bouvier & Battiste (1998) conducted a 

study exploring the experiences of Indigenous teachers in a Saskatchewan public school 

system. Battiste (2013) reflects on this research to discuss how discourses of Indigenous 

parent inferiority are reflected in the beliefs of white teachers:  

White teachers in schools disparage Aboriginal parents in ways that continue to 

assume that these parents have created their own situations of poverty by their 

lack of effort, and their alienation and resignation are the result of laziness and 

other social disorders. In other words, they were the creators of their situation. 

Their students’ resistance to school was their parents’ fault, or the fault of their 

language or culture. It was the same litany of discourses that had been reported in 

the past century. (p. 136) 

The litany of discourses that Battiste (2013) refers to can be traced back to establishment 

of residential schools. The justification for taking children away from their homes 

depended upon the conviction that Indigenous parents were unfit and indifferent towards 
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the success and future of their children (Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 2015, p. 7). 

Government regulations granted authorization to Indian Agents and justices of the peace 

to apprehend and place Indigenous children in boarding or industrial schools “if they 

were unsatisfied that their parents or guardians were unfit or unwilling to provide for 

their child’s education” (Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 2015). In 1883, Indian 

Commissioner Edgar Dewdney documented that residential schools were preferable 

means of disassociating the children from their home communities, for the betterment of 

the child: 

[It is] difficult to make day schools on reserves a success, because of the 

influence of home associations is stronger than that of the school, and so long as 

such a state of things exists I fear that the inherited aversion to labour can never 

be successfully met. By the children being separated from their parents and 

property and regularly instructed not only in the rudiments of the English 

language, but also in trades and agriculture, so that what is taught may not be 

readily forgotten, I can be assured myself that a great end will be attained for the 

permanent and lasting benefit of the Indian. (Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 

2015, p. 13) 

Discourses perpetuating inferiority of Indigenous parents are not isolated to the 

documented words of a few malicious settlers, but rather are widespread throughout 

history during the residential school era, into the Sixties Scoop, and continue to influence 

the perception that Indigenous children are better off when separated from their families 

and communities today. These discourses are reflected in statistics related to the funding 
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of on-reserve education and child-welfare in Canada, and the statistic that “Indigenous 

children are six to eight times more likely to be placed in foster care than non-Indigenous 

children” (Vowel, 2016, p. 183). History continues to influence present day racialization 

of Indigenous identities, however, it’s hard for white settlers to recognize racial 

discourses in action because it is naturalized within settler society to produce difference 

in this manner. Locating racism in words and actions of past white settlers, such as 

Indian Commissioner Edgar Dewdney, is a much easier task for me compared to 

deconstructing the covert racism within the words of the teacher participants.  

“A Lot of it is History”. 

My research is informed by scholars who view our current Canadian system of 

education as part of an ongoing, destructive colonial regime inflicting pedagogical 

violence and trauma on Indigenous populations and Others (Battiste, 2013; Cote-Meek, 

2014; Vowel, 2016). In my experience, the presence of ongoing racism in Saskatchewan 

society is uncomfortable to talk about, difficult to challenge or disrupt and collectively 

denied by the majority of white settlers. In Chapter Four, I discussed how white racial 

identities continue to be upheld as the unmarked norm in predominantly white teaching 

populations socializing white settlers to perceive white racial identities as neutral and 

standard. Currently in settler schools, collective professional conversations about racism 

primarily focus on colonial events in the past and I suggest that rarely, if ever, is racism 

named as a contemporary, ongoing issue in schools in manner that implicates white 

settler teachers. Conversations about racism in the past do very little to disrupt our racial 

understandings of ourselves, because a) they primarily take place in the presence of other 
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white settlers; b) our subconscious sense of racial belonging and superiority has led to 

racial arrogance; c) we can perceive racism as problem in settler schools of the past, but 

“we” are not “those” racist people; and/or d) we have many socialized maneuvers to 

maintain our innocence. Acknowledging settler racism in the past without recognizing it 

as an ongoing influence in our settler society today naturalizes the present discourses that 

continue to feed settler superiority. I find the work of Tuck et al. (2014) useful in 

understanding how this is connected to Canada’s roots of settler colonialism. Tuck et al. 

(2014) draw upon the work on Veracini (2011) to explain how settler societies ‘cover the 

tracks’ of setter colonialism:  

One of the notable characteristics of settler colonial states is the refusal to 

recognize themselves as such…settler colonialism is made invisible within settler 

societies, and uses institutional apparatuses to ‘cover its tracks’ (Veracini, 2011). 

For example, most non-Indigenous peoples living in settler societies, if they think 

of colonizers and/or settlers at all, think of Captain James Cook, Christopher 

Columbus, colonies, and forts…They think of colonization as something that 

happened in the distant past, as perhaps the unfortunate birth pangs of a new 

nation…indeed settler colonial societies ‘cover’ the ‘tracks’ of settler colonialism 

by narrating colonization as temporally located elsewhere, not here and now. (p. 

7) 

In Canada, national myths have been powerful in shaping our nation’s identity and a 

sense of unity amongst settlers. National origin stories have long masked the violence 

and destructive nature of colonization. Powerful counter-narratives have been introduced 
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through the release of the TRC final report, disrupting the peaceful and benevolent image 

of Canada’s origin. For white settlers, national myths serve an important role in 

maintaining superiority as colonizers and creating a sense of identity. National myths are 

adaptable, and it’s important to consider how they may continue to serve colonial 

ideology in the present moment. How will colonial discourses adapt to acknowledge 

these counter-narratives of “truth,” yet allow white settlers to remain innocent and 

maintain dominance in spaces such as schools?  

I keep this question in mind as I reflect on my conversations with Tammy, Laura 

and Amber; I recognize “history” as a common thread amongst their responses. I will 

begin with Tammy and Laura’s responses: 

Kali: What challenges do you think face your Indigenous students and their 
families in schools?  

 
Tammy: I do think that the history impacts present situations. I do have one 
student who rarely comes to school and could have pulled it off until school got 
too hard, so now he’s avoiding coming to school because it’s too hard. His mom 
just doesn’t send him to school. So, it’s no, he’s got a real struggle personally. He 
also just doesn’t have the support. Other students, they have very strong mothers, 
very strong households and they come to school. They come to school and are 
expected to do well, and there is a lot of family support there.  

 
Tammy’s response echoes similar discourses reflected earlier in Jennifer’s response 

related to ‘home support’ and the responsibility of Indigenous parents to foster 

motivation towards school and learning. I would like to draw attention to a similar thread 

of “history” that is present in Laura’s response as well:   

 
Laura: I think they struggle. I think they struggle because – I was talking to my 
little one today about arriving to school on time, and what makes him not attend 
to school on time. He’s like “I stay up really late, and I’m tired and I can’t get up 
in the morning and no one else gets up early, and then I’m late”. We bought him 
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an alarm clock last year but he has lost it. So I was thinking that maybe we could 
get him a new alarm clock, but it’s also that he’s staying up too late. I think that a 
lot of it is history, there’s distrust in the school system. I’ve never met his family 
because they’ve never come to a parent teacher conference or open house; 
they’ve never answered the phone. I don’t know how they feel about school but 
they’ve been very distant…it’s history; I think it’s going to take time. I think 
poverty is a big part of it too. I don't know if education can fix all of society’s 
issues underlying it.  

 
Current conversations in Saskatchewan schools continue to focus on educating teachers 

and other professionals about past violence inflicted towards Indigenous peoples in 

settler schools. This thread is reflected in each response, as Tammy and Laura identify 

“history” as a continuing challenge for Indigenous families and students. It is important 

to consider how their responses discuss history within the context of frequent student 

absences, lack of home support and minimal involvement of Indigenous families in 

school events. Laura also ponders, “I don’t know if education can fix all of society’s 

issues underlying it.” It’s essential to trouble the harmful assumptions perpetuated 

through the words of the teachers, and how they work to position Indigenous families as 

dysfunctional (“his mom just doesn’t send him to school”) and apathetic towards success 

(“no one else gets up early”) and in need of our help and “fixing” as teachers. Schick & 

St. Denis (2005) describe this helping position as an assumption of superiority – “what 

we have and who we are, is what the world needs, whether it wants it or not” (p. 308). 

Based on this assumption, white teachers are positioned as “compassionate helpers,” and 

this discourse of innocence allows us to feel like we are making a difference without 

having to interrogate our own complicity within ongoing systems of colonial violence 

and racism.  
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As I reflect on my own limited understanding of healing processes of violence 

and intergenerational trauma in Indigenous communities, I suggest that teacher education 

and professional development need to focus on further developing the knowledge, skills 

and understanding as educators. It is critical we understand how history has left a 

destructive legacy of intergenerational trauma and colonial violence; however, we need 

to understand how this legacy of trauma can be used to (re)inscribe colonial discourses 

and contribute to further pathologizing Indigenous communities (Cote-Meek, 2014). As 

Cote-Meek (2014) explains, “essentially, the individual becomes the one with the 

problem, and the one with the problem is viewed as abnormal rather than the systems 

and people who perpetuate the violence” (p. 42). To address misunderstandings and learn 

about holistic pedagogy and healing spaces, education is needed for teachers to move 

beyond these harmful and simplistic perceptions of trauma and gain a deeper 

understanding of how it manifests in the lives of Indigenous families.  

Furthermore, locating racism as a problem in the past (“it’s history”), but not 

naming it as an ongoing issue in the present, is a reflection of our investment in 

maintaining whiteness in schools today. Both Tammy and Laura looked only to the past 

to make sense of the school and home experiences of their Indigenous students - neither 

one named racism as an ongoing issue facing Othered students in schools and society as 

a whole. By locating racism in the past, we acknowledge the counter-narratives present 

in our discussions, and we are able to maintain settler innocence and “help” Others to 

heal, while simultaneously absolving ourselves from any responsibility of benefiting 

from the historical injustices.  
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 I want to draw upon one final excerpt that highlights Amber’s response to the 

same question.   

Kali: What challenges do you think face your Indigenous students and their 
families in school?  

 
Amber: Again, the intergenerational comment. I have had a student last year and 
this year. This is the first time I had the chance to talk about this with the 
family…he has a lot going on. He’s a student who has beautiful gifts, he is the 
smartest and funniest and deep-rooted anger that comes out from trauma. While 
meeting with the family last year about what we were seeing and what we were 
going to help him through, Grandma had a very honest discussion with me about 
her experience at a residential school, the alcohol abuse that followed and coping 
with that and bringing their family back together, and how she was realizing how 
that thread rippled down so powerfully to her grandchildren now. I felt beyond 
privileged and touched to be a part of that conversation and welcomed into that 
world, and I also noticed the pain that she felt as she acknowledged it, spoke 
about it and have to deal with the realities of it. She very much blamed herself 
for…because even though she could recognize that the problems stemmed from 
that, she felt a deep personal blame for not being able to undo what she couldn't 
have possibly undone. They, my students, deal with a lot of racism, they 
encounter a lot. They encounter a community that really in the past has had very 
threatening relationships with schools. So I think about my First Nations 
students’ grandparents and is our school really a welcoming and inviting space?  
 

As the final excerpt in my data analysis, Amber’s response demonstrates the power and 

potential of creating spaces where ethical engagement can take place in schools (Ermine, 

2007). It makes me wonder how ethically engaged teachers can begin to create spaces in 

school today, where conversations such as this can take place and challenge us to 

examine our own identities and schools differently. It is significant that Amber questions 

the “welcoming and inviting space” within schools, because I suggest that it is not often 

that we look within for ways to make change (Pushor & Amendt, 2018). As 

demonstrated within the perceptions of the other participants, often teachers find the 

problems as residing within the Other and outside of schools (Pushor & Amendt, 2018). 
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In this era of truth and reconciliation, how do we move beyond admitting past injustices 

and begin seeking ways to establish and maintain ethical relationships within school 

spaces where we listen, respect and acknowledge the stories of students and their 

families? In turn, how can these ethical spaces allow white settler teachers to engage in 

conversations that change how we know ourselves?  

Maintaining the Undercurrent from Within 

Initially my interest as a researcher emerged from a place of discomfort and 

tension as I engaged in and witnessed conversations amongst white settler teachers 

taking place in isolated spaces. Within this chapter, I discussed how colonial discourses 

are naturalized in conversations amongst white settler teachers and often go unnoticed or 

unchallenged. It is important that I recognize the racial context of my participant 

interviews and draw attention to the significance of our identities as white settlers. 

Although our conversations took place within a researcher/participant relationship, I 

cannot ignore the presence of race within my interviews as a data collection method. 

There were moments throughout my conversations where I felt a familiar sense of 

discomfort and tension with the beliefs and perceptions of my participants or, more 

accurately, white settler colleagues. I have come to view each of my interviews as an 

example of isolated “white talk” (Trainor, 2005) amongst white settlers; the difference 

being that our conversations didn’t take place in a casual, shared professional space.  

To conclude my analysis, I want to reflect on my understanding of white talk and 

how it functions to maintain the undercurrent of whiteness in schools today. In my 

experience, conversations that happen in isolated white spaces (without the presence of 
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Others) continue to feed the undercurrent of whiteness that exists in settler schools. By 

the time we enter the classroom, white settler teachers have been socialized into “the 

rules of how to speak properly,” and our ability to engage in white talk in professional 

spaces is both natural and fluent (Bonilla-Silva, 2017). Through our daily social 

interactions, white talk enables white settlers to make sense of what is going on around 

us and our position in relation to Others. As demonstrated within this chapter, through 

white talk settlers affirm our position of dominance in white spaces, validate our sense of 

self and solidarity as colonizers, and maintain ideologies of Otherness that keep Others 

firmly in place. White talk allows us to maintain settler innocence by absolving ourselves 

of responsibility of the past and protect ourselves from realizing our place as social and 

historical beings. The stylistic devices of white talk empower us to confidently stroll 

around the most dangerous racial minefields, and it is discursively constructed to provide 

us with the crucial tools to deftly navigate almost any conversation or situation that 

might implicate us as racists (Bonilla-Silva, 2017). Through our daily interactions, white 

settler use white talk to conceal the underlying colonial ideologies that us, as teachers, 

live out to maintain whiteness in Saskatchewan schools.  

White talk is significant in our lives as it is our way of organizing and 

reorganizing a sense of who we are within settler schools and validating our position of 

dominance within the racial hierarchy. White talk is a powerful piece of our identity 

formation as colonizers, as we seek stability within a social world where our identity 

relies upon “who we are not.” It is a means of pursuing positive closure within an 

identity that “cannot be stabilized in perpetuity, positively fixed one and for all as an 
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identity-for-itself, as an identity-in-itself” (Thobani, 2007, p.18). White talk allows white 

settlers to maintain the specific structure of ideology introduced by colonization without 

being implicated with racism. I suggest that through unpacking the discursive nature of 

this naturalized habit will we begin to understand our complicity within ongoing 

colonialism. Recognizing the power of our commonsense beliefs, habits and pedagogical 

practices is critical as we move forward in creating equitable spaces for all students.  

In Chapter Six, I focus on looking onward and reflecting on possibilities for the 

future in settler schools. Drawing upon my analysis, I explore possible implications for 

school divisions and describe my own commitments moving forward as a white settler 

teacher seeking to make change.  
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Chapter Six: Looking Onward 
 

As I reflect on this closing chapter of my research, and look onward to future 

possibilities, I have many questions remaining. How do administrators, teachers, and 

other educational professionals move forward in creating spaces in schools where ethical 

engagement in dialogue and relationship building can take place between schools, 

communities, families and students (Ermine, 2007)? How do white settlers begin to 

disrupt the ever-present undercurrent of whiteness in settler schools and make visible the 

ways in which we continue to maintain inequities in classrooms? How do white settlers 

begin to recognize and deconstruct the colonial discourses and narratives entangled 

within our identity, in hopes of gaining an honest and deeper understanding of who we 

are within settler society today? As I reflect on these valuable questions, I focus on 

situating my thoughts within the momentum of positive changes that I see happening 

around me, however, any possibilities that we imagine for the future must be grounded 

within an honest and critical reading of current school spaces and the investments settlers 

have in keeping things the same.  

Within this chapter, I reflect on the next steps forward. The undercurrent of 

whiteness is persistent, and the only way forward is to carefully and intentionally analyze 

why it continues to persist and how it functions in settler spaces. I do not believe that 

there are easy answers or solutions, although we must continue to look for possibilities 

and constructive action to address the ongoing legacy of colonialism in schools today 

(Truth and Reconciliation Canada, 2015). In the following, I discuss possible 

implications for school divisions. I view these ideas as concrete and practical steps 
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forward, not built upon “big ideas” that seem unreachable to those seeking ways to make 

change. My recommendations are grounded in my own learning through my research, 

but also informed by my own personal experiences as a teacher currently working and 

striving to make changes in the spaces around me. I conclude this chapter by sharing a 

list of commitments I am willing to make as I take my own steps forward as a white 

settler, teacher and researcher. Rather than make a list of implications for settler teachers 

from a researcher perspective, I will use my own commitments to demonstrate how 

together we can make a difference.  

 

Implications for School Divisions 

School divisions are instrumental in creating structural change at an institutional 

level. The initiatives, strategic plans and directives promoted by school divisions guide 

our individual goals and practices as teachers, as well as tell us who we are as a 

collective entity. School divisions hold a powerful platform from which to foster change, 

and for this reason, I have recommendations to consider as we move forward in creating 

equitable opportunities for all students.  

 Centering Indigenous Voices.  

First, school divisions must centre Indigenous voices in all school division 

initiatives and value Indigenous perspectives that speak to the needs of Indigenous 

student population. In my experience as a teacher, and evidenced within my participants’ 

voices, there are many problematic and harmful deficit discourses underlying 

conversations and perspectives related to the achievement of Indigenous students. Many 
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initiatives focus on the motivation and engagement of Indigenous students, without 

interrogating underlying assumptions or questioning how school environments continue 

to disseminate a Eurocentric curriculum privileging settler ways of knowing. Centering 

Indigenous voices includes greatly increasing the representation of Indigenous identities 

in positions held at a school division level, in school administrator roles and teaching 

positions. I suggest that it is in administrative power spaces where whiteness continues to 

inform decision making for an “imagined” school community. It is also important for all 

students to see Indigenous identities represented in positions of power. For far too long, 

white settler identities have held positions of leadership. We need to create space for 

Indigenous voices to guide teachers in creating welcoming school spaces where we can 

engage in dialogue with families, elders, and communities.  

Inclusion of Indigenous teachers, administration, and leaders is a vital beginning 

step, however, inclusion alone does little to disrupt colonial structures in schools today 

(Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018). Focusing on the inclusion of Indigenous identities may lead to 

assumptions about who bears the responsibility for making change and challenging 

dominant structures; this responsibility cannot fall on the shoulders of Indigenous 

teachers and administrators alone. Settlers have a responsibility as treaty partners to 

protect and amplify the voices of Indigenous teachers and administrators and to 

continually seek ways to remove obstacles. Moving forward, school divisions must to 

consider how to create “spaces of ethical engagement” (Ermine, 2007) where respectful 

and ongoing dialogue can lead to meaningful relationships and deep change from within. 
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Troubling Notions of “Good” Teachers. 

It is important to examine which attributes are considered valuable within the 

teacher hiring process and how it contributes to the predominance of white settler 

identities within the teacher population. School divisions need to trouble how notions of 

“being a good teacher” are tied up with being agreeable, amiable, and willing to “fit the 

mold” and image traditionally (colonially) valued within settler schools. Begin by asking 

teachers to reflect on the significance of their racial and linguistic identity, and how it 

connects to the student identities represented in our classrooms today. If we truly want to 

strive for equitable spaces, we need to work towards equity within the representation of 

identities in the teacher population. School communities would benefit from teachers 

who are willing to trouble the commonsense practices and beliefs in professional spaces 

that maintain inequities. Settler schools need teachers who are willing and able to name 

whiteness in all its manifestations and disrupt the undercurrent that exists in isolated 

white spaces.  

 Space and Time for Critical Conversations. 

Within school divisions, it is vital to create time and space for deeper, critical 

conversations related to reconciliation. As schools, we have an enormous responsibility 

in moving reconciliation forward through authentic dialogue and relationship building 

with Indigenous families and communities. I caution that the term reconciliation, as it is 

now used within school initiatives, can very easily become another “buzzword” in settler 

schools. All school professionals need to continually engage in conversations that push 

us to analyze our own complicity within ongoing colonialism. We need to locate 
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ourselves within this history – it is our shared history. In my experience, and as 

demonstrated through my data, conversations haven’t moved far past the 

“acknowledging” stage of truth and reconciliation. This is just the first step. The newly 

released Canadian Geographic Indigenous Peoples Atlas of Canada (2018) offers us an 

important explanation: 

Reconciliation in this context is not just about acknowledging that residential 

schools occurred and that they created harm. It calls upon all Canadians to 

recognize the ideas and structures that created the residential schools in the first 

place, and to rise against these outdated and deeply oppressive ways of thinking. 

Reconciliation in this regard is about establishing and maintaining respectful 

relationships. It acknowledges that we do not yet live as a society that is based on 

mutual respect and understanding. We live in a manner that is profoundly 

disrespectful to the environment and land, to Indigenous Peoples, and to the idea of 

true equality. (p. 76) 

 I appreciate how this perspective calls upon Canadians to recognize the ideas and 

structures and rise up against oppressive ways of thinking. It is important for schools to 

acknowledge how harmful ways of thinking still exist within the beliefs of teachers 

today, and there is necessary work to be done as we take the next steps forward.  

A recent approach in professional learning taken up by my own school division is 

the implementation of “communities of practice” (Wenger, 1999). A community of 

practice is a group of people who engage in a process of learning together with a 

common interest, focus or goal in mind. In my experience, the community of practice 
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model is directed from within, teachers become the leaders and learners, and time is 

provided on professional development days to focus on discussions and learning of the 

chosen topic. This form of self-directed professional development opens up opportunities 

for critically engaged teachers to work together from different schools within a school 

division. Through school-based professional development, conversations can become 

isolated within each school, but the community of practice model fosters potential 

connections between schools. Through this model, there are also possibilities for 

bridging communities between pre-service teacher programs and professional 

development amongst practicing teachers. Within Saskatchewan, the teacher education 

programs focus on raising the critical consciousness of developing teachers through anti-

oppressive approaches. Bridging a connection between pre-service and practicing 

teachers through communities of practice can potentially open opportunities for relevant 

conversations to create momentum with social justice initiatives in schools today.  

 

My Commitments Moving Forward 

As I reflect on my experience, it’s important to note that each step of my research 

has been deeply personal for me and I have grown as a teacher through this process. As I 

look onward, I find it necessary to name the commitments I am making as a teacher to 

create change and work towards equitable spaces in my own classroom and school 

community. I do not view my list to be complete or prescriptive, nor do I underestimate 

the power of whiteness, as an unquestioned undercurrent, in challenging me as I move 

forward with my commitments. These personal commitments are simply a reflection of 
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my understanding and emerging critical consciousness of ways that I can create change 

within the spaces around me today. As Battiste (2013) stresses, “for every educator, our 

responsibility is making a commitment to both unlearn and learn – to unlearn racism and 

superiority in all its manifestations, while examining our own social constructions in our 

judgments and learn new ways of knowing, valuing others, accepting diversity, and 

making equity and inclusion foundations for all learners” (p. 166). I view my research as 

an opportunity to deepen my understanding of colonialism and superiority as it manifests 

within my own life and identity, and I am hopeful that my commitments will lead to new 

opportunities for learning. 

 Listen and Learn. 
 

In the legacy volume of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s final report 

(2015), a settler Canadian is quoted saying, “By listening to your story, I can change” (p. 

215). As I read this settler’s thoughts I reflect on the importance of listening as a tool for 

change. Although it seems simplistic, the act of listening to the Indigenous scholars, 

advocates, colleagues and elders around me holds incredible potential for learning and 

unlearning as a white settler teacher. I believe that the conscious commitment to be quiet, 

listen and unlearn is an important piece for me as I seek to understand new ways of 

knowing and valuing those around me.  

 “Thinking Aloud” in White Spaces. 
 

“Thinking aloud” is a strategy that I use as a teacher to make visible my 

processes of thinking for my students. I use this strategy for modeling comprehension 

strategies while reading a picture book, but also to foster a sense of security for students 
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with anxiety by modeling logical thoughts in a moment of panic. My second 

commitment moving forward is to “think aloud” in isolated white spaces to make my 

invisible thought process known, especially in moments of discomfort or tension. I see 

this strategy as a way to subtly disrupt harmful discourses and build the stamina of those 

around me for uncomfortable conversations. For example, if a colleague suggests that 

“we have already had enough professional development session related to reconciliation, 

enough already!” A potential response may be, “it seems like we have had a lot of 

learning about reconciliation in the past four years, but I keep reminding myself that it is 

important. I sometimes feel uncomfortable being asked to respond personally, but I know 

it’s key to building my comfort level so that I can model this in my classroom.” My idea 

for this commitment stems from my own success with this strategy in my classroom, but 

also from my conversation with Amber. She talked about her strong relationship with 

another white settler in her school, and how this colleague helped her to keep her 

“thoughts in-check” in moments of frustration as a teacher.  

 Disrupting Discourses of Neutrality. 
 

My third commitment is to disrupt discourses that continue to produce teachers, 

myself included, as neutral keepers of knowledge and the ‘unmarked’ norm in classroom 

spaces. Within my own practice, I intend to approach this commitment in two ways. 

First, I will name my racialized and historical identity by using the term ‘white settler.’ 

It’s important to locate my family’s history of immigration and settlement within the 

history I am teaching. Through my own story, I can provide a personal connection to 

how treaties gave my ancestors the opportunity to settle on this land. Second, I want to 
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seek opportunities to work with Elders and traditional knowledge keepers in ethical ways 

(Ermine, 2007) to bring in other ways of knowing into my classroom. As a teacher, I am 

often positioned as the “keeper of knowledge” and it is important for my students to see 

me as a learner too. Eurocentric ways of knowing continue to be upheld and neutralized 

in spaces where I am positioned as neutral. Incorporating experiences with land 

education could allow me to learn alongside my students, center Indigenous ways of 

knowing and grow in my own understanding (Calderon, 2014).  

 Speaking Up, Not Silent. 

Throughout my research, I have interrogated my decision to stay silent in 

conversations that cause me discomfort and tension in my professional spaces. In many 

ways, my silence has rewarded me socially, because I am viewed as a “team player” or 

“easy-going friend” who can handle a joke. In Saskatchewan, racial bonding seems to 

happen in spaces where white settlers are able to reaffirm dominance and superiority by 

joking or commenting on the racial inferiority of Others (Sleeter, 1996). Remaining 

silent has felt like the best option for me in these situations, and this decision has served 

to protect my privilege in many ways. As I move forward with my commitments, I am 

going to challenge myself to go beyond silence and disrupt harmful beliefs in all of my 

spaces. I may not be able to change the beliefs of other people, but I do know that my 

silence serves to perpetuate colonialism and racism, especially in spaces where race 

appears to be absent (DiAngelo, 2016).  
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 Supporting Counter-Narratives. 
 

In my own classroom, I commit to purposefully teaching outcomes related to 

treaty education and supporting counter-narratives needed to disrupt the widespread 

ignorance of colonial racism and violence throughout Canada’s history. Battiste (2013) 

explains, “each teacher has a responsibility of changing her own and her students 

conceptions about First Nations people, their heritage and contributions to society” (p. 

177). Settler schools are implicated in maintaining national myths of colonization, 

shaping unjust and dehumanized representations of Indigenous peoples and masking the 

post-contact historical relations between Indigenous and settlers (Dion, 2007). Treaty 

education has been mandated within Saskatchewan for ten years, however, I suggest that 

we as teachers need to revisit and reevaluate our knowledge and practice since the 

release of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission final report. I strongly believe that 

all teachers have a responsibility to change the perceptions, misunderstanding, and 

ignorance within future generations, so that respectful relationships can be formed 

between Indigenous and settler Canadians (Vowel, 2016). Moving forward, I commit to 

being a role model, sharing my ideas and knowledge, and engaging those around me in 

meaningful and critical conversations. 

Conclusion: Possibilities for the Future  

In closing, I want to draw on a quote from Battiste (2013) as I reflect on the 

urgency and necessary work required to make change in settler schools: 

Education is the belief in possibilities. It is a belief about knowledge systems. It is 

a belief in the capacities of ordinary humans. We as educators must refuse to 
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believe that anything in human nature and in various situations condemns humans 

to poverty, dependency, weakness, and ignorance...we must believe that teachers 

and students can confront and defeat the forces that prevent students from living 

more fully and more freely. Every school is either a site of reproduction or a site of 

change. In other words, education can be liberating or it can domesticate and 

maintain domination. It can sustain colonization in neo-colonial ways or it can 

decolonize. (p. 175)  

As a researcher, and more importantly as a teacher, I believe in the possibilities 

for a better future for all students. Changing the undercurrent of whiteness in schools 

today will require collective action from all those who have a place within educational 

spaces. Every teacher has a choice to make. Classrooms can either be a site where 

colonial violence can persist or a site of change for a better future; remember, there is no 

innocent space (Schick & St. Denis, 2005). Change is possible, where do you plan to 

start? 
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APPENDIX B: Initial Email to Participants 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dear ____________, 
 
I am a graduate student from the Faculty of Education at University of Regina. I am 
doing research in the area of teacher identity, pedagogy and language. I have been given 
ethical approval from the University of Regina, as well as permission from Regina 
Public Schools, to interview practicing teachers (5+ years of teacher experience) in your 
school division. I am contacting you to explore your interest in participating in my study.  
 
Your participation would include a 45-60 minute interview at a comfortable and 
convenient location that we can determine together.  
 
Should you have any ethical questions or concerns related to my research, please contact 
my thesis supervisor, Andrea Sterzuk at andrea.sterzuk@uregina.ca. 
 
If you wish to be a participant in my study, please contact me by email at 
bortis2k@uregina.ca by January 10th, 2016. No response to this email will be understood 
as a decision to not participate in my research. Your participation is voluntary, and the 
decision to not participate will not impact my relationship with you. 
 
I would like to thank you for considering a role as a participant in my academic research.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Kali Bortis 
Graduate Student 
Faculty of Education 
University of Regina 
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APPENDIX C: Participant Consent Form 

 
 

 
 

 
Participant Consent Form 

 
 
Project Title: Critical Reflectivity: A Pedagogical Tool 
Researcher: 
Kali Bortis, Graduate Student 
University of Regina 
(306) 531-9360 
 
Supervisor:  
Dr. Andrea Sterzuk, Faculty of Education 
University of Regina 
(306) 585-5607 
 
Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research:  

I am a graduate student conducting research for my thesis. My proposed research 
explores practicing teachers’ (5+ years of teaching experience) pedagogy, practices and 
perceptions of language in elementary classrooms. This research asks:  

• How do the racial, linguistic and national identities of teachers shape their 
perceptions of language?  

• How do these perceptions construct their pedagogical practices? 

Procedures: 

Your participation involves a semi-structured interview (approximately 45-60 minutes) 
about your identity, perceptions, practices and pedagogy related to language.  I will 
conduct the interview in the comfortable and convenient location that we will determine 
together. I will record the interview and subsequently transcribe it so that I may review 
our discussion more thoroughly. I will contact you after our interview to provide the 
opportunity to review your interview transcription with a second face-to-face meeting. If 
you have any questions regarding your specific role in the project, please feel free to 
contact me and ask questions at any time. 
 

Potential Risks: 

There is a minimal risk involved with your participation in my study. The minimal risk 
includes the possibility of identifying you or your students based on my discussion of the 
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languages your students speak in my data analysis (ex. if your student speaks a unique 
language, he/she could be identified based on that language). If there is the potential for 
you or your student to be identified, I will not refer to the specific language within my 
data analysis; instead, I will use the term ‘first language.’ 
 

Confidentiality: 

The data from this research will be included in my thesis; however, your identity will be 
kept confidential. I assure you that I will keep the interview and the recording 
confidential.  Although we will report direct quotations from the interview, you will be 
give a pseudonym, and all identifying information (your school, your position) will be 
removed. The recorded interview data will be stored on my password-protected 
computer, and only I will have access to the information.  After 5.5 years all forms of 
data (interview recordings and transcriptions) will be deleted from my computer.    
 

Right to Withdraw: 

Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you may answer only the questions that you 
feel comfortable discussing.  You have the right to withdraw from the study at any point 
prior to April 30th, 2016.  After that date, I will likely have the information from your 
participation included in the data analysis of my thesis.  If you wish to withdraw from 
my study, all data collected through our interview will be deleted and excluded from my 
research. 
 

Questions or Concerns:   
• Contact the researcher using the information at the top of page 1; 
• The U of R Research Ethics Board has approved this project on ethical grounds. 

Any questions regarding your rights as a participant may be addressed to the 
committee at (585-4775 or research.ethics@uregina.ca.) 

 
Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the description 
provided; I have had an opportunity to ask questions and my questions have been 
answered. I consent to participate in the research project. A copy of this Consent 
Form has been given to me for my records. 
 

______________________                          ________________________                        
   Participant’s Signature                                  Researcher’s Signature 

          
      Date:______________________ 
 
 

A copy of this consent will be left with you, and the researcher will take a copy. 
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