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Abstract 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (TRC) Calls to Action report demands the better preparation 

of teachers to deliver Indigenous content (2015, p. 7). A major problem is that non-Indigenous teachers 

have not been adequately trained to teach Indigenous students (Bissell & Korteweg, 2016). The lack of 

Indigenous cultural knowledge and perspectives among teachers has been identified as a significant factor 

in the limited achievement of Indigenous students in the Canadian public-school system (Kanu, 2005). 

Non-Indigenous teachers require appropriate historical, cultural, and place-based knowledge to build 

positive relationships with Indigenous students and families who have been and continue to be silenced, 

marginalized, or failed by institutions that reproduce settler-colonial relationships through Eurocentric 

curriculum, texts, and teaching methods (Battiste, 2013). The purpose of this grounded study is to 

describe the expectations the Indigenous community has of non-Indigenous teachers in a northern 

Saskatchewan context, and to explore why some non-Indigenous teachers make long-term commitments. 

A post-colonial Indigenous research paradigm informs the study that is framed by decolonizing theory 

(Chilisa, 2012) and a de/colonizing theory of reconciliation (Madden, 2019). First Nations and Métis 

Elders and teachers in the study have asked non-Indigenous teachers to support Indigenous students by 

engaging in learning about students’ worldview and cultural identities, the historical context of the area, 

and systemic racism in education. Non-Indigenous teachers have been encouraged to continuously reflect 

to address personal privileges, biases, and assumptions that inform their relationship to the territory and 

its people. By respecting and including the community in students’ learning experiences, non-Indigenous 

teachers can form positive relationships with students that foster wellbeing. Student achievement should 

be locally defined and can be supported with collaborative goal setting and ongoing, respectful feedback. 

Indigenous content and perspectives should be taught every day, in meaningful, accurate, and positive 

ways, using appropriate resources from Indigenous sources and domains of knowledge, with the inclusion 

of land-based learning. Non-Indigenous teacher participants relocated to teach in northern Saskatchewan 



iii 

 

and have stayed for a minimum of five years; they have attributed their long-term commitment to a 

willingness to learn, community-mindedness, and positive relationships with the students and the land. 

Keywords: Indigenous education, non-Indigenous teachers, student wellbeing and achievement 
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Autobiographical Signature 

“You have to be careful with the stories you tell.  

And you have to watch out for the stories that you are told.”  

(King, 2011, p. 10) 

“Self-in-Relation” (Graveline, 2000) 

For as long as I am a teacher, I will be a student. It is through the journey of lifelong learning that 

I humbly hope to become the best version of myself. I am a 32-year-old woman—mother, daughter, 

sister, and partner—of Irish heritage, born and raised in Peterborough, Ontario. During my formal 

education, I was not prepared for the cultural context in which I would eventually teach. Indigenous 

approaches to instruction were largely absent in school during my youth and the stories of Canadian 

history muted many voices. My mom went to school with playwright Drew Hayden Taylor, yet the works 

of William Shakespeare dominated my high school English course syllabi. Who decided the people and 

places we would learn from? 

Colonization affects us all in different ways. For many years, I failed to see the censorship of my 

own learning, even though I have been keenly interested in social justice since adolescence. Ironically, I 

spent my summers at our family cottage on Curve Lake First Nation—reading the Diary of Anne Frank 

and any Carol Matas stories I could get my hands on—aghast by this man named Adolf Hitler, but never 

learning about Duncan Campbell Scott. Likewise, my privilege enabled me to grow up alongside my 

Ojibwe cousins, Mandy and Sammy, without questioning why they did not speak the language of their 

ancestors but were required to take core French. It was through the sacraments of the Catholic Church that 

I first learned the word “reconciliation.” The priest listened as I confessed my sins, while I waited years to 

hear the sins of the church and government. As I began to unlearn my ignorance, a new seed was sown. 

What does the truth look, sound, and feel like when it grows, unshrouded? Change is my hope. 
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Nearly ten years ago, I accepted a position as an English Language Arts teacher, in La Ronge, 

Saskatchewan. The provincial school’s population is largely comprised of Woodland Cree, Métis, and 

Dene students, along with a lower representation of students with other, mostly Filipino and European, 

heritage. As a beginning teacher in a place I had never been, my inexperience and limited cultural 

understandings, at times, proved challenging, for I was growing aware of the gaps in my knowledge and 

wanted to address them, wondering where to begin and what roadmap to follow. I was, nonetheless, 

thrilled to be teaching and bringing my lifelong dream to fruition. It did not take me long to realize that 

imperative to my students’ success was my ability to gain insight into who they are and for their identities 

to be reflected in our learning. So many opportunities came my way and I embraced them. I enjoyed 

learning words in Cree, how to set snares, bead, prepare meals with walleye and moose meat, smelling 

like campfire, watching the northern lights dance, and most of all, I enjoyed spending my days growing 

alongside brilliant young people. It is the generosity of community members that I attribute my gratitude 

for these memories to.  

Even with all the joy I found in teaching, the beginning of my career was not an easy time in my 

life. By my second year in the classroom, I was leaving an abusive marriage, a toxic ‘love’ in which I had 

been entrenched for seven years. The beauty in pain is that it can incite transformation. My life changed. 

In the fall of 2016, I had the privilege of listening to the Honourable Murray Sinclair speak. He compared 

reconciliation to an abusive relationship. I was profoundly impacted. With my divorce came the choice 

not to trust someone who had broken commitments time after time; I chose not to maintain a relationship 

with someone who misused his power. This access point is the closest I can presently come to 

understanding the strength of Indigenous peoples whose children depend on the development of 

respectful relationships between diverse peoples, including those who comprise the dominant culture. I 

now perceive reconciliation as a responsibility to future generations. 

My story is not the same. There was no one depending on me to reconcile with my abuser – to 

have autonomy while building mutual respect. In my story, my strength was my ability to break free. If 
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we had been parents when we divorced, I would have needed to find a way to help him adopt a new 

mindset, one that could safeguard my children from repeating the cycle of abuse. But why would he have 

listened to me? He didn’t when we were partners. I would have needed allies. My story is not the same, 

but it helps guide my path in reconciliation and the focus of my research.  

Love is a gift – an opportunity to grow in our understanding of ourselves and each other. Love is 

my reason to learn, to try, and to grow. My partner, Reid, is Woodland Cree. We share our lives and a 

child together. Our daughter, Claire, like her dad, is growing up on her traditional territory; their ancestor 

was a signatory to Treaty Six. Reid and I will raise Claire to know who she is and where she comes from. 

We will teach her to celebrate her shared heritage. I have the same hope for my child as I do my students. 

It is my responsibility to access education, in all its forms, as a learner and a teacher, to work towards 

reconciliation, by listening with an open heart. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction and Literature Review 

Introduction 

 

Context 

 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action report calls for the better preparation 

of teachers to deliver Indigenous content (2015, p. 7). This includes but is not limited to the development 

of culturally appropriate curricula and enabling parents to fully participate in the education of their 

children (2015, p. 7). Moreover, the TRC states that Canada must: maintain a commitment to Indigenous 

education issues by sharing best practices; building student capacity for intercultural understanding, 

empathy, and mutual respect; and identifying teacher-training needs (2015, p. 63).  

A major problem is that non-Indigenous teachers have not been adequately trained to teach 

Indigenous students (Kanu, 2006; Bissell & Korteweg, 2016). Non-Indigenous teachers require 

appropriate historical, cultural, and place-based knowledge to build positive relationships with Indigenous 

students and families who have been and continue to be silenced, marginalized, or failed by institutions 

that reproduce settler-colonial relationships through Eurocentric curriculum, texts, and teaching methods 

(Battiste, 2013). According to Kanu, while more ethnic minority groups, women, and low-income 

students are completing high school and registering for higher education programs than ever before, 

Indigenous Canadian students continue to face an education gap, which correlates with low 

socioeconomic status, dependence on social assistance, and a need for adult education. The 2011 

Canadian census demonstrates a difference in educational outcomes among those surveyed who are 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal: among Aboriginal people aged 25 to 64, 28.9% had no certificate, 

diploma or degree, while the proportion for non-Aboriginal people in the same age group was 12.1% 
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(Statistics Canada). Continuing with the same age group, 48.4% of Aboriginal people, compared to 64.7% 

of the non-Aboriginal population had a postsecondary qualification in 2011 (Statistics Canada, 2011). The 

lack of Indigenous cultural knowledge and perspectives among teachers—most of whom are non-

Indigenous and belong to the dominant-culture (English or French)—has been identified as a significant 

factor in the lower graduation rates of Indigenous students in the Canadian public-school system (Kanu, 

2005). In order for all students to have equitable life opportunities, many of which are accessed with a 

high school diploma, non-Indigenous teachers need to be prepared for the diverse cultural contexts in 

which they will teach. If graduation is incumbent upon understanding teaching methods and mastering 

curricula rooted in Eurocentric thought, the difference in educational outcomes can be attributed, in part, 

to the inadequate preparation of non-Indigenous teachers. A more interconnected education system that 

teaches the whole child with an emphasis on language and culture can help address the challenges faced 

by Indigenous students enrolled in Canadian public schools (Goulet & Goulet, 2014). Therefore, closing 

the education gap means more than balancing Indigenous and non-Indigenous students’ graduation rates. 

It depends on preparing Indigenous students to pursue a range of post-secondary options anywhere they 

choose, equipping them with skills—from Indigenous and non-Indigenous sources and domains of 

knowledge—that reflect diverse ways of knowing and being in the world.  

Purpose 

 

The purpose of this grounded qualitative study is to describe the expectations the Indigenous 

community has of non-Indigenous teachers in a northern Saskatchewan context. Elders, Traditional 

Knowledge Keepers, and First Nations and Métis teachers have been asked how non-Indigenous teachers 

can support the wellbeing and achievement of Indigenous students. Moreover, non-Indigenous teachers 

from other places—who have made a long-term commitment to the North of five or more years—have 

been asked why they have chosen to stay, when settler-teacher turnover in northern Saskatchewan is, 
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generally, high. A post-colonial Indigenous research paradigm informs the study that is framed by 

decolonizing theory (Chilisa, 2012) and a de/colonizing theory of reconciliation (Madden, 2019). 

Terminology 

 

Terms such as Indigenous, Aboriginal, First Nations, Métis, non-Indigenous, and non-Aboriginal 

are used in this paper. I use the terms Indigenous or Aboriginal to refer to First Nations, Métis, and Inuit 

peoples in Canada. In the few instances when I refer to Indigenous peoples from other countries, I make it 

clear by including their cultural affiliation. The terms included are not necessarily those the people use to 

describe themselves (Battiste, 2013). First Nations refers to all Indigenous peoples in Canada who are not 

Inuit or Métis. Most have their own terms, like nihithowuk or Woodland Cree, for example. Woodland 

Cree terms are italicized; translations can be found in the glossary. The Métis are mixed heritage peoples 

and the descendants of marriage between the early French and English fur traders and First Nations 

women (Kanu, 2011). According to the historic Daniels v. Canada (2016) ruling, the Supreme Court of 

Canada defines Métis and non-status Indians as ‘Indians’ (a broad term referring to all Indigenous peoples 

in Canada) in the Constitution. They have Aboriginal rights, including the right to define their own 

identity (Kanu, 2011). The Métis do not have signed treaties with the Crown. According to the Supreme 

Court of Canada (in R. v. Powley, 2003) three criteria describe who is Métis: self-identification, ancestral 

connection to the Métis community, and community acceptance. The Inuit are an Indigenous people 

living primarily in Inuit Nunangat—which includes land, water, and ice, all integral to their culture and 

way of life—who have lived in their homeland since time immemorial (www.itk.ca). Inuit education is 

not the focus of this thesis, because there are no Inuit living in the geographic region being explored. 

According to the 2016 census, the Indigenous nations represented within the Lac La Ronge Indian Band 

area are the Cree, Métis, Dene, and a small population of Ojibwe and Sioux peoples (Statistics Canada). 

Non-Indigenous and non-Aboriginal refers to those who are other than Indigenous.  
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Literature Review 

 

 My review of research describes the ways wellbeing and achievement of Indigenous students can 

be supported in northern regions of Canadian provinces, exploring the identification of teacher-training 

needs, the perspectives of Elders and Traditional Knowledge Keepers, and the benefits of a place- and 

culture- based approach to education in northern Saskatchewan. The literature indicates that training 

needs should continue to be identified among pre-service and practicing teachers across the provincial 

North. It also demonstrates that Elders and Traditional Knowledge Keepers can support Indigenous 

students in their education by helping them to navigate between Indigenous and non-Indigenous sources 

and domains of knowledge. Lastly, culturally responsive pedagogy rooted in the land is foundational to 

Indigenous students’ wellbeing and achievement in school. 

Identifying Teacher-Training Needs 

 

The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) was created in 1991 and the Commission 

released a report in 1996 concerning government policy in relation to the “original historical nations of 

this country” (p. 6). RCAP has made recommendations regarding the preparation of teachers:  

(1) Expand and fund existing Aboriginal teacher education programs 

contingent on evidence of Aboriginal support for the program, 

involvement in program governance, use of Aboriginal content and 

pedagogy, and periodic evaluations; (2) Increase Aboriginal secondary 

school teachers; (3) Expand the numbers of Aboriginal people through 

teacher education programs and career laddering opportunities delivered 

directly in communities and ensure students in each province and 

territory have access to such programs; (4) Include course(s) about 

Aboriginal education for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal education 

students (Chapter 5: Education, 1996, pp. 490-500). 

In 1996, RCAP indicates the operation of 34 Aboriginal teacher education programs across Canada (1996, 

p. 491). In 2016, Archibald and Hare identify 19 Indigenous teacher education programs that culminate in 

a Bachelor of Education degree; they express difficulty understanding how RCAP identified 34 programs, 

concluding that either many have been discontinued, or the definition of teacher education programs may 

have included laddering and access options, which their 2016 scan did not. Each province or region has at 
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least one Indigenous teacher education program that includes preparation for elementary, middle, and 

high school teaching with Indigenous education courses that constitute a specialization in this area. Many 

are community-based or offered at community sites (Archibald & Hare, 2016). In response to RCAP’s 

(1996) recommendation to include Indigenous education for pre-service teachers, the Association of 

Canadian Deans of Education has expressed its commitment to increasing future teachers’ knowledge 

about and understanding of Indigenous education (Association of Canadian Deans of Education, 2010). 

The TRC’s Calls to Action report (2015) also affirms the importance of identifying teacher-training needs 

and calling upon all levels of government to provide the necessary funding to educate teachers on how to 

integrate Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods into classrooms. 

Archibald and Hare (2016) say that many teacher educators are writing about the incorporation of 

Indigenous ways of knowing, multicultural and anti-racism education, along with advancing Indigenous 

perspectives, content, and pedagogies, explaining that:  

In Canada, as faculties of education have increased their course and 

content offerings in Indigenous education, Indigenous and non-

Indigenous teacher educators have shared their experiences, describing 

the pedagogical frameworks they use to engage teacher candidates. Their 

strategies include learning from Indigenous Elders and knowledge 

keepers, land- and place-based pedagogies, experiential learning, and 

decolonizing activities . . . Non-Indigenous teacher educators tend to 

consider their position as settler-scholar-educator and how this social 

location plays a role in how and what they teach (p. 25). 

For example, St. Denis and Schick (2003) focus on pre-service teacher-training needs in Saskatchewan, 

sharing their observations and struggles, as two anti-racist educators teaching a required course for mostly 

white-identified pre-service teachers. St. Denis, a Cree and Métis woman, experiences skepticism 

reserved for “racial minority women teachers,” while Schick, a white woman, has students who wonder 

what she could “possibly know about anti-racist pedagogy” (2003, p. 56). Their research identifies three 

common ideological assumptions about the production of inequality: race does not matter; everyone has 

equal opportunity, and through individual acts and good intentions one can secure innocence as well as 
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superiority (St. Denis & Schick, 2003). Pre-service teachers in their course are required to examine how 

they are implicated with the production of dominant identifications and power relations (2003, p. 55). St. 

Denis and Schick (2003) challenge pre-service teachers to face ideological assumptions that are 

embedded in schools, communities, and our nation’s history. While their research targets pre-service 

teachers, anti-racist education—offered through professional development—could also help practicing 

dominant culture teachers to recognize the production of power relationships that normalize and 

naturalize inequality (St. Denis & Schick, 2003). 

 While St. Denis and Schick focus on anti-racist education in Saskatchewan, Morcom, a university 

professor who is of Algonquin heritage, and Freeman, a program manager who is a settler ally, describe 

their professional practice working as “teacher educators and ally-builders” (2018, p. 810) in the 

Aboriginal Teacher Education Program (ATEP) at Queen’s University, in Ontario. They provide a 

detailed exploration of how they envision Indigenous teacher education and actualize Indigenous 

pedagogy, in a program that has a high proportion of non-Indigenous teachers. Guided by the Medicine 

Wheel and the Seven Grandfather Teachings, they present their interpretation of reconciliatory teacher 

education through the lens of the Anishinaabe teachings that have been shared with them. To support pre-

service teachers’ knowledge bases, Morcom, the ATEP instructor, explores why Indigenous perspectives 

have been excluded from school curricula, discussing the realities of race and privilege. She offers an 

alternative narrative to the common privileging of Euro-Canadian perspectives and stories, inviting 

students to see the relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations, recognize the value 

of all diverse and interwoven narratives, and to favour localized over pan-Indigenous perspectives. ATEP 

teacher candidates learn about topics related to history—pre- and post-contact governance and culture, 

colonial/ Canadian government policies and their effects on Indigenous peoples, Indigenous political 

organizations and policies, and residential schools and their connection to contemporary and modern 

social realities—and are taught how to identify stereotypical representations and correct misconceptions 

of Indigenous peoples (p. 819). In helping students to value the sophistication of Indigenous knowledge, 
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Morcom demonstrates Indigenous pedagogies in every class and her resources include Elders and 

knowledge Keepers, along with print, multimedia, and online resources, as well as guidance for how to 

vet resources. Pre-service teachers learn how to “appropriately and deliberately include Indigenous 

perspectives and pedagogies in all subjects, across all grades” (Morcom & Freeman, 2018, p. 824). 

Morcom models ways to Indigenize the classroom by engaging students in metacognition during 

Indigenous arts workshops, by teaching outside as much as possible, learning alongside students, 

encouraging teacher candidates to create professional development opportunities for their peers, and by 

using—as well as providing the tools to find—good resources. Teacher candidates are taught to respect 

Indigenous spirituality and ceremony, and invited, without obligation, to participate in spiritual aspects of 

the course. Morcom and Freeman (2018) conclude:  

The classroom is a microcosm and demonstrates that ally-building on an 

individual level leads to classroom community-building and the 

development of respectful, reciprocal relationships. In the university and 

wider society, change on an individual level can lead to institutional 

shifts. Once enough people understand the ethos of meaningful 

reconciliation, it can come to influence the actions of schools, 

universities, and larger society. That shift can only occur when allies, 

along with Indigenous people, understand why it is needed and insist that 

it take place (p. 830). 

By explaining the dimensions of student learning in their program, they provide a useful model for other 

teacher educators to consider in relation to their own localized perspectives. 

There is value in exploring successful practices in Canadian universities that respond to the 

teacher training needs outlined in the RCAP and TRC reports, because teachers from all over Canada find 

employment in northern Saskatchewan. There may always be some need for non-Indigenous teachers to 

work in northern Saskatchewan. Teacher recruitment has long been practiced by northern school divisions 

and First Nations, even after the establishment of community-based programs. Nonetheless, Northern 

teacher education programs have the potential to be locally sourced, home-grown solutions (Steeves, 

2015). Eastmure (2011) notes that some community-based, university-credited Aboriginal Teacher 

Education Programs were established prior to the tabling of the policy paper, Indian Control of Indian 
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Education, in 1972—by the National Indian Brotherhood, which evolved to become the Assembly of 

First Nations—that outlines how education can be changed to enable Indigenous parents to have say in 

their children’s education and to allow for local control of education. It was a response to Prime Minister 

Trudeau’s, White Paper Policy, published in 1969, that sought to abolish legal documents, like the Indian 

Act and existing treaties in Canada. More Aboriginal Teacher Education Programs began to emerge due 

the federal funding agreements that followed Indian Control of Indian Education (Eastmure, 2011). Watts 

(1989), in his testimony before the House of Commons Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs, shares 

the importance of university programming for Indigenous communities: 

If you talk to any Aboriginal leader in this country, you will not get an 

argument about the value post-secondary education has brought to our 

communities. We have had all these jobs, and all those other things – but 

real changes are happening because our people are going to university 

and taking their skills and using them, with the knowledge of our old 

people, to start to make meaningful changes in our community. 

Similarly, Battiste (2013) maintains that training and education cannot focus on building the skills and 

capacities of individuals who will be forced to leave their communities to find employment elsewhere. 

Rather, she thinks the focus should be on building community capacity so that they will have the choice 

to remain in their communities and contribute to building collective successes (p. 178). Northern teacher 

education programs—developed for and by Indigenous peoples—have the potential to achieve this.  

Saskatchewan once had three such programs that practiced power-sharing among Indigenous 

authorities, community agencies, universities, and the government: Gabriel Dumont Institute’s 

Saskatchewan Urban Native Teacher Education Program (SUNTEP); Northern Teacher Education 

Program (NORTEP) in La Ronge; and a program run by the Saskatchewan Indian Federated College 

(McBeath cited by Castellano, Davis, & Lahache, 2000). In 1985, McBeath credited Saskatchewan for 

breaking trail to create positive changes in Indigenous-specific teacher education. NORTEP was 

established in 1976, when teacher-turnover in the North was over 80 per cent (Bridges, 2017). The 

program has graduated over 400 teachers who have been trained with the skills required to pursue 
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teaching wherever they have wanted to and 91 per cent have chosen employment in the North (Bridges, 

2017). The Saskatchewan government’s 2017 closure of NORTEP undermines Indigenous control of 

Indigenous education by imposing this decision without appropriate consultation; the program’s founder, 

Keith Goulet, states: “We were training people who spoke Cree, who spoke Dene, who understood the 

culture, who understood the ways of life of people . . . We want to be involved in decision-making that 

affects our life” (Bridges, 2017). Fortunately, a partnership between the Gabriel Dumont Institute, the Lac 

La Ronge Indian Band (LLRIB), and the University of Regina’s Faculty of Education has been created to 

address NORTEP’s closure. In September 2019, the new Northern Indigenous Teacher Education 

Program (NITEP)—a four-year Bachelor of Education, rooted in Indigenous cultures, languages and land-

based pedagogy—launched on the LLRIB reserve (“Gabriel Dumont Institute,” 2019). This is an example 

of Indigenous control of Indigenous education in practice. 

A counterexample to community-rooted programs like NORTEP, is Teach for Canada (TFC). In 

an effort to meet the needs of northern Ontario communities, TFC, founded by Goldenberg and  

Kneteman, “recruits and selects exceptional Bachelor of Education graduates and educators from across 

the country . . . [for an] intensive, community-focused preparation program, designed and led by 

education experts, master teachers, school and community leaders, and elders” (www.teachforcanada.ca). 

Burleigh (2015) identifies Goldenberg’s political and corporate involvement, along with Kneteman’s 

legal background, as she tries to uncover what stake they have in First Nations education. While Burleigh 

(2015) acknowledges that they may be well-intentioned, she is dissuaded by TFC’s limited Indigenous 

representation and the questions raised about the organization’s agenda, exploring whether a public 

education issue can be met with private sector solution. Burleigh (2015) argues against TFC’s mandate of 

making education more equal, saying that it is undermining the very policy—Indian Control of Indian 

Education (National Indian Brotherhood, 1972)—that would bring equity to First Nations education, by 

re-colonizing it. 
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Steeves (2015) echoes much of Burleigh’s opinions, positing that TFC meets credible problems 

with a questionable plan: TFC’s plan to recruit and place teachers in classrooms across Canada does not 

address the need for or value of locally sourced, home grown educators; TFC’s plan to increase the supply 

of teachers should not be mistaken as an attempt to improve the working conditions of teachers; and 

TFC’s plan to place new teachers into remote communities is analogous with ‘teaching as tourism’ 

(Shaker, 2014), and may normalize or aggravate professional isolation among teachers in remote 

communities. With this model, mediating the retention factors and resolving systemic and structural 

inequalities is unfeasible; the long-term benefits belong to the organization and teachers, who gain 

experience (Burleigh, 2015). Even though TFC may mitigate culture shock for new teachers and help to 

foster Indigenous perspectives in the classroom, the program is not viewed as reconciliatory by all 

stakeholders. The TRC (2015) calls on the federal, provincial, and territorial governments to take action 

in education, not the private sector. TFC is a band aid ‘solution’ for the lack of in-community teachers in 

northern Ontario. 

While there has been more attention paid in recent years to Indigenizing teacher education 

programs, practicing teachers also benefit from professional development. For those who have teaching 

experience but feel they lack the knowledge and skillset to Indigenize their curricula, the Ministry of 

Education in Saskatchewan has developed an initiative called Following Their Voices (FTV), developed 

in partnership with Indigenous teachers and Elders, to support teachers and students. Currently 26 

provincial schools and 13 First Nations schools are participating (“Participation Stats,” 2020), aiming to 

provide: “Education that promotes accelerated learning for First Nations, Métis and Inuit students where 

learning is joyful, culture is affirmed and students are given real choice for their future” (Bulgar, 

2020). FTV has emerged from a Saskatchewan study conducted by Bonnie Stelmach, Margaret Kovach, 

and Larry Steeves (2017), involving six provincially funded schools and one band school, answering a 

call to listen to Aboriginal students. Researchers asked students what teachers do (or don’t do) that makes 

them want to go to school, in an effort to address the achievement disparity between Indigenous and non-
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Indigenous students (Stelmach et al., 2017). They have determined that relationships are the backdrop to 

good teaching. Relationality has been described by students as the central aspect of keeping Indigenous 

students in school, in particular, “teachers who they [can] relate to as part of a larger kith and kin 

network: teachers [who are] like an aunty or uncle” (Stelmach et al., 2017, p. 14). This research serves as 

the foundation to the FTV initiative, which “focuses on enhancing relationships between students and 

teachers, creating structures and supports for teachers and school administrators to co-construct teaching 

and learning interactions with students and creating safe, well-managed learning environments” 

(Following Their Voices, n.d., p. 7). Teachers have an opportunity to improve their pedagogy and 

practice, foster strong relationships with Indigenous students that lead to wellbeing and achievement, and 

to collaborate in meaningful ways with colleagues. The Ministry of Education will need to remain careful 

that their promotion of the Education Sector Strategic Plan through FTV does not drown out the 

Indigenous pedagogy the initiative is rooted in. Across the North, training needs can continue to be 

identified among pre-service and practicing teachers in northern Saskatchewan to ensure place- and 

culture-based curricula are shaping student learning to support their wellness and achievement. 

Teachers’ Perspectives 

While we work towards closing the education gap, there are instructional approaches and 

strategies that have been identified as helping Indigenous students. Kanu (2002) identifies cultural 

mediators of Indigenous student learning in the formal school system: (1) learning by observing and 

emulating; (2) community support encourages learning; (3) learning through scaffolding; (4) learning 

through visual sensory modalities; and (5) learning through stories and anecdotes. In her effort to 

investigate how Indigenous cultural socialization influences classroom learning, she finds that 

storytelling, in particular, is the most powerful teaching tool for making abstract ideas concrete to 

students (Kanu, 2002). Kanu’s 2006 study builds upon these strategies, focusing on the critical elements 

of instruction that influence the academic achievement of Indigenous students and how culturally 

unprepared non-Indigenous teachers are to teach them. Kanu (2006) demonstrates the impact Indigenizing 
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curricula has on student achievement by comparing the outcomes of a class with Indigenized lessons to a 

class without them. With student- and teacher-input, she finds that instruction and assessment methods, 

self-efficacy, capacity, and Indigenizing curricula improve Indigenous student achievement in urban 

settings (2006). 

Kanu’s (2011) follow-up study, Integrating Aboriginal Perspectives into the School Curriculum, 

also includes the perspectives of non-Indigenous students who share how the integration of Indigenous 

perspectives impacts their learning. There is resistance among some non-Indigenous participants, both 

students and teachers, who feel that the inclusion of too much Indigenous content is unfair to other ethnic 

minority groups (Kanu, 2011). This goes against my belief that the integration of Indigenous perspectives 

can correlate with ally-building. Perhaps other factors that contribute to negative responses, like power, 

privilege, assumptions and biases, must first be addressed among students and teachers to lay the 

foundation for transformative learning. Interestingly, Eurocentric approaches, like the intrinsically 

hierarchical Bloom’s Taxonomy, are fundamental to Kanu’s (2006; 2011) interpretation of the 

effectiveness of Indigenous approaches to instruction. Western measures of success may be used because 

the author is not First Nations, Métis, or Inuit herself. However, it is more likely that she is interweaving 

western measures alongside Indigenous perspectives to access a dominant culture audience who may 

privilege western knowledge, inviting them into a conversation that could encourage change. Kanu (2006) 

provides helpful strategies for pre-service and practicing teachers who wish to support the achievement of 

Indigenous students.  

Toulouse (2008) explores the relationship between student self-esteem and achievement in her 

monograph, Integrating Aboriginal Teaching Values into the Classroom. Her approach focuses on the 

“living teachings” of the Ojibwe people and their implications for education (Toulouse, 2008, p. 2): (1) 

Respect - Having high expectations for the Indigenous student and honouring their culture, language and 

world view in our schools; (2) Love - Demonstrating our belief (as educators) that all Aboriginal students 

can and will succeed through our own commitment to their learning preferences; (3) Bravery - 
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Committing to change our school curriculum through including the contributions, innovations and 

inventions of Indigenous peoples; (4) Wisdom - Sharing effective practices in Aboriginal education 

through ongoing professional development and research that focuses on imbuing equity; (5) Humility - 

Acknowledging that we need to learn more about the diversity of Aboriginal peoples and accessing key 

resources to enhance that state; (6) Honesty - Accepting that we have much to learn from one another and 

reviewing the factors involved to encourage change in the education system (e.g., increased parental-

guardian involvement, teacher education); and (7) Truth - Developing measurable outcomes for 

Aboriginal student success and using them as key indicators of how inclusive our curriculum and 

pedagogy really are. While there is strong guidance for teachers within Toulouse’s (2008) 

recommendations, her emphasis on the diversity of Indigenous peoples is particularly relevant to my 

research questions. Neither Kanu nor Toulouse include supports specific to Woodland Cree students. 

An important consideration pertaining to the success of non-Indigenous teachers in Northern 

classrooms is understanding why they choose to relocate and remain in remote Indigenous communities. 

Choices derived out of perceived necessity, due to limited teaching positions in teachers’ local districts, 

for example, may have markedly different outcomes from those built out of desire. Oskineegish (2015) is 

a Euro-Canadian woman who is originally from southern Ontario. She is married to a First Nations man 

and teaches in northern Ontario. Her research centres on the voices of experienced Indigenous and non-

Indigenous teachers in her community (Oskineegish, 2015). They outline the consequences of inadequate 

preparation for new cultural contexts as feelings of isolation, exacerbated in some communities by low 

socioeconomic status and challenging environments (Oskineegish, 2015). They encourage newcomers to 

reflect on their assumptions and biases, to adopt a place-conscious lens, and demonstrate a willingness to 

learn from the community and the students (Oskineegish, 2015). By engaging in critical self-reflection 

about why they are joining the community and the expectations they have, non-Indigenous teachers may 

be able to better-adapt to this transition. Relationship-development is positioned in the study as essential 
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in providing culturally relevant education that builds on values, beliefs, languages, protocols, and land-

based activities that occur throughout the school year (Oskineegish, 2015). 

What if Indigenous students were simply told to adapt to the western model, without being met 

halfway and guided through the process? Many are. As a result, when Indigenous students try to fit into 

an education system where they do not feel represented or like they belong, it can be a struggle. Our 

education system has been failing Indigenous students, in part, because of the revolving door of 

inexperienced non-Indigenous teachers moving in and out of northern communities. Transience may be 

exacerbated by the expectation placed on many non-Indigenous teachers—overwhelmed by change—to, 

by their own devices, fit into communities where they may not feel represented or like they belong. 

Unprepared non-Indigenous teachers—many of whom are learning, for the first time, what it feels like to 

be an ethnic minority—often experience cultural discontinuity at the community-level. The inference can 

be drawn that this experience may, in some ways, mirror Indigenous students’ feelings of cultural 

displacement within a Eurocentric education system. While making connections and building 

relationships with community members may seem intuitive for some, I think group attendance at 

community events could support those who are struggling. For example, the School Community 

Coordinator could organize group outings among staff at community gatherings planned by the band, 

local organizations, or one of the schools, so that Elders, Traditional Knowledge Keepers, and community 

resource people are consulted in a way that is respectful of their culture, territory, and time. (For example, 

the cultural gathering that takes place on the urban reserve in August, conversational Cree classes that run 

in the fall [if there is space], Winter Festival, etc.) New teachers, in the company of other teaching staff, 

can meet community members at events both on- and off-reserve, during a time that is convenient for 

those sharing knowledge, for they have already agreed to the organizers’ invitations to attend. This can be 

an opportune time for non-Indigenous teachers to learn about following protocol, and they can offer 

tobacco when requesting the guidance of Elders and Traditional Knowledge Keepers. With most 

community events, the organizers usually ensure that community members who are offering teachings are 
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appropriately remunerated with traditional gifts and honoraria. Non-Indigenous teachers could also 

express gratitude in ways that are meaningful to them. Collaborative experiences like this, among others, 

could serve as the foundation for the kinds of learning and relationships that will support students. 

Elders and Traditional Knowledge Keepers’ Perspectives 

 

For teachers who make community connections, many will have the privilege of learning from 

Elders. In my experience, Elders are generous with their knowledge, especially when they are supporting 

the youth. By listening, non-Indigenous teachers can build respectful and reciprocal relationships with 

their community to better understand nihithowuk social relations and their students (Wilson, 2008). 

Stelmach (2008) offers a sophisticated exploration of how parents and Elders perceive their roles 

in education in northern Alberta. Elders and parents view their roles through a cultural lens: as cultural 

guardians—guiding children toward developing awareness of and pride in their northern roots—and as 

cultural intermediaries—negotiating with and for children, serving as a cultural bridge between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous life worlds. However, they also acknowledge the importance of teaching 

children how to be successful in non-Indigenous settings. Elders as intermediaries within education help 

schools to understand the responsibilities of the child within Indigenous culture and that school comes 

after family and community. Elders suggest that educators and parents should work together to balance 

perspectives: “First, you learn where you come from and to be proud of who you are, then you grab the 

instruments of white society and education” (Stelmach, 2008, p.8). 

In order for students to experience academic achievement, as defined by the western school 

system, the parents and Elders believe that Indigenous histories and philosophies should be included in 

curriculum and pedagogical approaches (Stelmach, 2008). The goal of improved schools is described as a 

seamless joining of culture, ecology, and education (Stelmach, 2008). Furthermore, the role of the 

community in education is viewed as being different from the role of community in the school. Parent 
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involvement in education can look different from the western norm, like traditional teachings on the land 

– children learning to trap or tan hides, for example (Stelmach, 2008). Parents who support their 

children’s education in this way should not be perceived as uninvolved because they are not present at the 

school. Stelmach believes that Indigenous parents must experience true hospitality from educators and 

should not simply be invited to get involved (2008). 

In Goulet and Goulet’s (2014) book, Teaching Each Other: Nehinuw Concepts and Indigenous 

Pedagogies, they seek to improve outcomes for Indigenous students by decolonizing “Cree-atively.” 

Their research focuses on the northern Saskatchewan communities of Cumberland House and La Ronge, 

including the voices of Elders, teachers, and community members, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous. 

Goulet and Goulet (2014) link identity to culture and knowledge, highlighting the urgency of reclaiming 

Indigenous ways of knowing and securing knowledge that is endangered, through the gift of Elders’ 

stories. Elders are the embodiment of Indigenous knowledge with their rich life experiences, fluent Cree, 

and remembrances of stories, legends, traditions, and life on the land (Goulet & Goulet, 2014). By 

transmitting their knowledge, Elders help to shape listeners’ identities. Their teachings guide children to 

take care of their physical, emotional, spiritual, and mental wellbeing, and restore the intergenerational 

connection between Elder and child (Goulet & Goulet, 2014). 

An Elder who plays a role in my life is my friend and colleague, Anne Dorion, whom Goulet and 

Goulet (2014) interviewed. Her advice for teachers who want to support “good kids with bad problems” is 

to: (1) Make your classroom and your school a safe place; (2) Show your students that they are lovable 

and loved and valued; (3) Get an understanding of the world in which they live; (4) Help them meet their 

physical, social, spiritual, and emotional needs in whatever way you have open to you; (5) Help them 

believe that they have within themselves the power to rise above their present existence; (6) Grow big 

ears; and (7) Be prepared to make mistakes, learn from them, and never, ever give up. Her 

recommendations are immensely valuable and help inform my perspective, as she has lived in our 

community for many years and we teach at the same school. All Indigenous students should have 
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opportunities to learn from Elders—who can help them navigate between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

sources and domains of knowledge—within the provincial school system. 

The Need for a Place- and Culture-Based Approach in Northern Saskatchewan 

 

The school community has always accepted me for who I am, at each stage of my learning 

journey, showing me encouragement and direction. My hope is that this study, along with other tools, will 

help guide non-Indigenous teachers in supporting Indigenous students in a manner informed by the local 

context. According to Kovach (2009), Cree culture should be non-fragmented, but our education system 

is. Does this assist in explaining the struggles of some of our community’s youth? A more interconnected 

education system that teaches the whole child with an emphasis on language and culture could help 

address challenges associated with poverty, and despair (Goulet & Goulet, 2014). According to the “Our 

School” (2016) survey, 70% of students at the school where I teach are First Nations or Métis. Social-

emotional outcomes indicate that only 46% of students surveyed feel a positive sense of belonging, which 

may contribute to regular truancy rates of 38% (Our School, 2016). Moreover, approximately one third of 

our students experience moderate- to high-anxiety and/ or depression and only 52% of students feel safe 

(Our School, 2016). All of these rates exceed the national average, demonstrating that the time to find 

community- and culture-based solutions is now. 

Land-based learning is foundational to Indigenous identities and pedagogy. Hansen (2018) shares 

Cree Elders’ perspectives on land-based education: “any model of decolonizing Indigenous land-based 

education should have a vision and objective for the future well-being of Indigenous communities” (p. 

78). The case study recognizes the significance of the land in developing improved relationships and 

reconciliation for Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians through gentle teachings and stories that 

enable people to love the land (Hansen, 2018). Stelmach (2008) adds that traditional teachings on the land 

are also a way to encourage community involvement in students’ learning. Morcom and Freeman (2018) 

emphasize the importance of land-based learning, encouraging teachers to take lessons outside as much as 
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possible. Chambers (2008) explores the four dimensions of a curriculum of place: (1) a curriculum of 

place calls for a different sense of time – our position in a place is in relation to the circumstances of that 

place; (2) a curriculum of place is enskillment – where land, water, and sky serve as sources of 

nourishment, and social and technical knowledge enable people to find their way; (3) a curriculum of 

place calls for an ‘education of attention’ – asking questions of philosophy, psychology, and politics to 

improve perceptual awareness; and (4) a curriculum of place is wayfinding – living your geography, when 

literacy is multifaceted, including dance, songs, stories, sewing, and hunting (pp. 115-122). Non-

Indigenous teachers who incorporate land-based pedagogy, with the guidance of Indigenous Knowledge 

Keepers, not only show students that their cultural identities are respected, they also benefit from having 

the opportunity to engage in place-based learning alongside students.  
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical Framework and Methodology 

Theoretical Framework 

 

Decolonizing theory (Smith, 2012) and a de/colonizing theory of truth and reconciliation 

(Madden, 2019) frame this study. When examining the insider-outsider relationship, Kovach (2009) 

highlights the ethical necessity of including the influence of the colonial relationship: Indigenous 

epistemologies challenge the foundation of knowledge production and purpose. Nihithowuk worldview—

distinctive and ordered in a circular pattern of interrelated parts, the whole being greater than the sum of 

these parts—are privileged as the heritage authority throughout the research (Steinhauer, 2002).  

Maori scholar, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012), states: “Decolonization is about centring 

[Indigenous] concerns and world views and then coming to know and understand theory and research 

from our own perspectives and for our own purposes” (p. 39). She also includes space for non-Indigenous 

researchers to try Indigenizing processes, activated by the landscapes, images, languages, themes, 

metaphors, and stories of the Indigenous world (2012, p. 147). Decolonizing research requires an 

appreciation for life, views, and knowledge as holistic experiences (Absolon, 2011, p. 59). It requires a 

conversation between imperialism, colonialism, and globalization to understand the assumptions and 

values that inform research and western privilege (Chilisa, 2012, p. 48). Moreover, Smith (2012) 

recognizes that any Indigenous movement is going to be unique to each area, its nations, the colonial 

encounters and the diverse histories. 

As a non-Indigenous person engaging in Indigenous research, it is necessary to theorize and 

carefully use the term reconciliation. The TRC asserts that “Reconciliation is not an Aboriginal problem; 

it is a Canadian one. Virtually all aspects of Canadian society may need to be reconsidered” (TRC, 2015b, 

p. vi). My hope has been that making an effort to engage in education for reconciliation in response to the 
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TRC’s Calls to Action (2015) report would demonstrate a commitment to my role in the relationship 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples who reside in this territory. As a non-Indigenous person, 

I do not want to cause offense by using a controversial term. I do want to follow the guidance of the Dene 

teacher who explored the topic of reconciliation at our monthly staff meetings and invited us to choose a 

call to action to focus on in our practice. I want to show respect to the Lac La Ronge Indian Band who 

invited all community members to the ceremony in 2017 that commemorated the raising of the 

reconciliation flag on the urban reserve, the site of the former residential schools where the monument 

honouring those who attended rests. I want to reach back to the hand that has been extended and 

contribute to changing an education system that has not been designed to meet the needs of Indigenous 

students and families. I am reminded that “reconciliatory education can be accomplished through respect 

and love, alongside an unyielding commitment to honouring Indigeneity, speaking truth, and building 

wisdom” (Morcom & Freeman, 2018, p. 808). 

Brooke Madden (2019), who identifies as having Indigenous and settler ancestry, compellingly 

establishes a ‘de/colonizing’ theory of truth and reconciliation out of a concern that reconciliation may be 

the most recent rebranding of Indigenous education. Madden (2019) replaces the term ‘decolonizing’ with 

‘de/colonizing’ to demonstrate the term’s complexity and incongruity, purporting that “decolonization 

need not be (and perhaps cannot be) constructed in neat opposition to colonization” (p. 287). She 

advocates for truth and reconciliation education rooted in an understanding of the emergence of Canada’s 

TRC and the Commission’s interpretation of education for reconciliation, focusing on individual, 

collective, and systemic levels. She frames the TRC’s theorization of education for reconciliation as 

follows: 

[It] focuses on the relationship between the history and legacy of 

residential schools and: (a) the distinct and rich linguistic, cultural, and 

spiritual traditions of Indigenous nations; (b) the inherent rights of 

Aboriginal peoples and the spirit and intent of treaty making processes; 

(c) the colonial logics, legislation and policy, and tools and techniques 

that underpinned Canada’s Indian residential school system; and (d) the 

current realities confronting communities. Pursuing education for 
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reconciliation according to these calls requires the creation of senior-

level government positions dedicated to this initiative, curriculum 

review, curriculum development, identifying and meeting associated 

school leader- and teacher-training needs, and providing ongoing support 

for and evaluation of related best practices (Madden, 2019, p. 292). 

Madden (2019) is concerned by knowledge about reconciliation being asserted from a Eurocentric 

paradigm: Indigenous agency, priorities, and strategies for sovereignty are flattened and obscured by the 

framing of education for reconciliation within dominant colonial logics and Eurocentric projections, like 

confession, apology, forgiveness, and absolution (p. 293). She calls for “parallel and simultaneous 

attention to articulating how reconciliation is conceptualized” (p. 304) through participation in 

theorization of reconciliation in terms of assumptions, purposes, goals, and discourses and to focus on 

action at individual, collective, and systemic levels.  

Madden (2019) outlines her de/colonizing theory of truth and reconciliation education: 

(a) the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s notion of 

reconciliation and education for reconciliation, (b) Indigenous land-based 

traditions for establishing and maintaining respectful relationships,        

(c) the central role of Indigenous counter-stories in truth and 

reconciliation education, and (d) critiques of the construction and 

enactment of reconciliation (p. 304). 

Education for reconciliation is interpreted in this study according to Madden’s (2019) de/colonizing 

theory. The TRC’s notion of reconciliation and education for reconciliation: the TRC calls for the better 

preparation of Indigenous teachers to deliver Indigenous content (2015, p. 7). The TRC invites a response 

to the current realities facing communities, which can include meeting teacher training needs and 

providing ongoing support for and evaluation of related best practices (2015). This research is guided by 

the wisdom of First Nations and Métis Elders and Teachers who offer recommendations for ways non-

Indigenous teachers can support Indigenous students in our community, based on their assessment of our 

community’s needs and successful practices rooted in Indigenous sources and domains of knowledge. 

Indigenous land-based traditions for establishing and maintaining respectful relationships (Madden, 

2019): Elders who have participated in the study present the land as foundational to student wellbeing and 

achievement. While Madden (2019) views land-based traditions as underrepresented in the Calls to 
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Action (2015) report, their importance is affirmed by the Elders in this study who expect non-Indigenous 

teachers to provide opportunities for students to engage in land-based learning. The central role of 

Indigenous counter-stories in truth and reconciliation education (Madden, 2019): participants emphasize 

the simultaneous importance of teaching about the history of residential schools and teaching Indigenous 

content and perspectives in an ongoing, meaningful, accurate, and positive way with the inclusion of 

community members and by accessing appropriate resources. 

Positionality and Relationship 

As I aim to employ an Indigenous research paradigm as a non-Indigenous person, it is important 

to place myself in relation to the study (Graveline, 2000), working towards decolonizing my mind, to 

decolonize the research. Graveline (2000) asks, who should do research? It is my responsibility, as a 

lifelong learner and teacher, to ask how I can do better, and to listen to Indigenous voices. Furthering my 

education is a necessary step in my journey. It is my obligation to prepare, mumunewin, so I can try to do 

research in a good way and to become a stronger member of the community (Kovach, 2009). This 

involves critical self-reflection and engagement with others to examine my motivations and evaluate my 

choices (Kovach, 2009).  

My motivations extend from wanting to be the best teacher and mother I can be while I grapple 

with a question of place and belonging. A metaphor comes to mind to guide my thinking. Uproot a plant 

and give it a new home, it may thrive, or it could become invasive, disturbing the plant-life around it. 

Similarly, many newcomers blend symbiotically when they move to a new place with reciprocity 

governing their new relationships. Colonization, on the other hand, is an invasion with harmful systems 

taking root and spreading violently. I think about all of the ‘transplanting’ that has occurred in my family 

history for me to grow where I am now. I can understand that my ancestors were native to Ireland, even 

though it’s a place I’ve never been, while Peterborough—the place I grew up—will always feel like 

home. Where am I now and do I belong? My mom gave me shoots from her lilac bush to plant in my 
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yard. Their realities differ from here to there, Peterborough to La Ronge, hardiness zone 5b to 2b. I 

needed to plant them deeper and place mulch on top, for our climate is colder; they may need protection 

from the wind during their first winter, depending on how low the temperatures drop. I will monitor them 

and provide the care they require. As I think about the different ways my mom and I will tend to our 

plants, I find myself wondering what lilacs require in eastern Europe, their native environment. I marvel 

at their ability to grow non-invasively, experiencing mutualistic symbiosis with other organisms in 

drastically variable landscapes. 

I ask myself: how can I grow and enrich the growth of those around me when I am from 

somewhere else? How deep can my roots extend here or any other place that is not my ancestors’ 

homeland? When plants are moved, timing is important or they risk being shocked. The danger is in 

cutting roots when the plant is still actively growing. If the timing is right, a perennial can find a new 

home and thrive. When examining my ‘self-in-relation,’ I know I can only be available to support others 

if I recognize and attend to my unique needs– just as my lilac will only sprout shoots if it is cared for in 

its new environment. Interestingly, I moved here when I wasn’t actively growing in my previous 

relationship, for there was no light. I came to La Ronge eager, albeit vulnerable, and was embraced by a 

community – supported heart, soul, body, and mind. I stayed because my life is deeply satisfying in the 

ways that balance me: family, love, friendship, and work. It’s hard to believe nearly nine years have 

passed since I moved from Ontario. In that time, there have been challenges; they are part of life’s design. 

It’s with these experiences—glorious summers, harsh winters, good, bad, and all that’s in-between—that I 

feel whole. I am not from here, but I can continue to belong if I try to give back in the ways I have 

received. Since becoming a mom, my relationship has deepened, and my work informs my professional 

life and parenting of a Cree child. I am motivated to engage in Indigenizing processes that may help 

decolonize education in northern Saskatchewan, in service of a community that has helped me to live the 

good life, mitho-pimatisowin. 
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Methods and Ethical Consideration 

Weechi-hit-owin means working together. Data collection for this single site grounded study has 

taken place mostly at a community high school in northern Saskatchewan and is guided by the priority of 

maintaining respectful relationships (Steinhauer, 2002). Participants are known to me and include several 

colleagues. I reached out to Elders who were recommended, by phoning and messaging them. All of the 

Indigenous teachers on staff and non-Indigenous teachers who met the criteria of teaching in the 

provincial North for at least five years at the time of participant recruitment, were invited to participate in 

the study at a staff meeting and with a follow-up email. Teachers on-leave were not recruited for the 

study. My intent has been to honour nihithowuk worldview—the heritage authority—to maintain tapwi, a 

Cree concept meaning truth and trust (Kovach, 2009). The protocol of offering tobacco has been 

followed. An offer of wild meat was made to Elders; some accepted the offer, while others already had 

what they needed. I have listened with an open heart to community members and colleagues who have 

generously shared their knowledge with me. Participants received questions before meeting. An Elder 

was invited to attend talking circles to ensure they took place in a good way, were relational, purposeful, 

and followed cultural protocols. At the beginning of each circle, discussions with participants established 

general understandings about the procedures for the study, findings, conclusions, analysis, and how a 

theory might emerge (Chilisa, 2012). Talking circles honour orality and collaboration and gather 

knowledge in a culturally organic way that involves informality and flexibility (Kovach, 2010). Data has 

been analyzed using an inductive method, grounded theory, to discover new constructs or to enrich 

existing theories (Goulding, 2002; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

It has been important to listen with humility and a deep understanding that the knowledge shared 

with me belongs to the community. I am reminded to focus on community-service, rather than self-

service. Research that is community-minded and reciprocal can inspire growth (Absolon, 2011; 

Graveline, 2000; & Kovach, 2009). The First Nations Principles of Ownership Control Access and 

Possession have been adhered to. They are a set of standards that establish how First Nations data should 
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be collected, protected, used, or shared, emphasizing ownership, control, access, and possession 

(www.fnigc.ca). I do not own cultural knowledge that is shared by research participants; the community 

owns this information collectively. Because so many people collaborated to share their knowledge and 

experiences, I will be referring to the study as ‘our’ research. My hope is that it helps me to fulfill my role 

in what I hope has been a reciprocal relationship (Wilson, 2008). There is little personal benefit to the 

Elders and Traditional Knowledge Keepers who have chosen to participate; however, by sharing their 

voices, they will hopefully benefit the community by helping to improve the education system. In this 

way, they may be able to observe a positive impact on the community’s youth, in many cases, their 

relations. The benefits to the teachers involved in the study are more direct, as they will co-construct 

knowledge through critical reflection and the sharing of successful practices. This process can potentially 

inform their relationships and pedagogy. Participants have control over the information they share 

through ongoing, informed consent, and with the option of reviewing information prior to dissemination. 

Participants have access to data that is collected throughout the research process and following its 

conclusion. The data will be secure in my possession on an encrypted USB key for five years. After five 

years, the data will be confidentially deleted. 

My plan was to have three audio-recorded talking circles, exploring the research questions with 

the following groups: Elders, Indigenous teachers, and non-Indigenous teachers who have made a 

commitment of five or more years to teaching in northern Saskatchewan. Due to scheduling and data 

collection preferences, some adjustments were made to this plan. Scheduling did not allow all of the 

participating Elders to meet together for one talking circle; I was encouraged to learn that a talking circle 

only requires two people. Some of the Elders preferred not to be audio-recorded. Site selection was 

determined based on participants’ preferences. Three different talking circles were held for Elders, all 

from Treaty Six territory (Molanosa and the tri-community, Lac La Ronge Indian Band, La Ronge, or Air 

Ronge): a Woodland Cree Elder met with me one-on-one at the school and consented to an audio-

recorded talking circle; a married couple who are Woodland Cree Elders came to my home and requested 
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that I take notes rather than audio record; and a Métis Elder, who has since passed away, asked to have 

two phone conversations where I take notes, rather than audio record them.  

All teacher-participants in the study teach at the community’s provincially funded high school, 

which serves a population of students from grade seven to twelve. The school site was selected for 

remaining talking circles, because it was practical and convenient. All teacher-participants agreed to 

participate in audio-recorded talking circles. Two group talking circles were held - one with Indigenous 

teachers and one with non-Indigenous teachers. Teachers who were unable to attend the talking circles 

met with me one-on-one during mutually convenient times at the school. Five Indigenous teachers 

participated in the talking circle, including: two Métis Elders from Treaty Five and Treaty Six Territories 

– one is Swampy Cree from Cumberland House, and the other Elder, who has since passed away, was 

from Meadow Lake; a Métis teacher who grew up on Treaty Ten Territory in La Loche; a Dene teacher 

who grew up on Treaty Six Territory in Prince Albert; and a teacher from Treaty Six Territory in La 

Ronge, who acknowledges family ties to Treaty 8 Territory, and identifies as First Nation. One Woodland 

Cree teacher from Treaty Six Territory in La Ronge was unable to meet with the group, so we spoke one-

on-one in his classroom. Five non-Indigenous teachers met as a group for our talking circle, including 

myself, and two met with me one-on-one when they were available. Three non-Indigenous participants 

are from Treaty Six and Treaty Four Territories in Saskatchewan, two are from Treaty Nine and Twenty 

(Rice Lake Purchase) in Ontario, one is from unceded Lheidi Tenneh Territory in Prince George, British 

Columbia, and one is from the traditional territory of the Mi’kmaq in Nova Scotia where there are Peace 

and Friendship Treaties. 

I transcribed the data myself. Participants chose to converse mostly in English. I humbly asked 

participants if they wished to respond in their ancestral language to either translate or summarize their key 

ideas in English. One Elder included some nihithowuk terms that were translated for me during the talking 

circle. The names of participants have not been published to protect the confidentiality of those who 
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expressed a desire to remain anonymous. Any direct quotations used are not linked to real names in the 

thesis or potential publications, unless requested in writing. 

Data Collection 

Talking circles have the potential to decolonize interviews (Chilisa, 2012): they are used as a 

community-driven method to build relationships and ensure that everyone has voice in the co-

construction of knowledge (Wilson, 2008). There is a general set of guidelines around research sharing 

circles: they normally require the accompaniment of food, and there is a meditative acknowledgment of 

those who are in the circle, including the ancestors (Kovach, 2009). An Elder or cultural person often 

leads the research-sharing circle, where the space, time, and environment are provided for participants to 

share their stories in a self-directed manner (Kovach, 2009). Along with the talking stone, an audio-

recorder was used. Participants were provided time to share anything else they wanted to say at the end of 

the talking circle. Those who were unable to attend or had to leave, but still want to participate in this 

study, were invited to meet one-on-one. With the help of my supervisor, Dr. Linsday Morcom, questions 

were devised that would, hopefully, garner data with the potential to support students in northern 

Saskatchewan. 

The talking circles with Elders and Traditional Knowledge Keepers explored how they think non-

Indigenous teachers can support Indigenous students:  

a) How can non-Indigenous teachers support the wellbeing of Indigenous students? 

b) Are supports different for younger students than they are for older students? If so, how? 

c) How can non-Indigenous teachers support the academic achievement of Indigenous students? 

d) Are supports different for younger students than they are for older students? If so, how? 
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The talking circles with Indigenous teachers reviewed the same questions. All of the Indigenous 

teachers are employed at the same community school; they all have children of their own who have 

attended or currently attend provincially funded schools. 

During the talking circles with non-Indigenous teachers from other places, I asked the following 

four questions: 

a) What motivated you to relocate to the community to teach? 

b) What kind of pre-service teacher training did you receive to incorporate Indigenous 

perspectives and content into your instruction? 

c) Since you began teaching in the community, what kinds of supports have you accessed to assist 

you with culture- and place-based instruction? How did you access these supports? 

d) Why have you chosen to make a long-term commitment to the community? In other words, 

what has been your motivation to stay? 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis has been approached through the lens of relational accountability (Wilson, 2008). 

As I navigate “two knowledge sets” (Absolon, 2011, p. 100), I have payed attention to the community to 

try not to skew the messages I receive through the filter of my own perspective. My supervisor is from 

Saskatchewan and her feedback after each iteration of my writing has not only encouraged clarity and 

accuracy, it has also reflected her understanding of the provincial and northern context. Moreover, my 

spouse is an intelligent Woodland Cree man from the community; he was educated in the school where I 

teach and by some of the teacher participants. I have been able to ask him questions, while respecting 

confidentiality, that enable me to assess my interpretation of ideas and the formulation of themes. There is 

also leadership and strength among Indigenous researchers whose work has supported me in resisting 

“western research domination” in my conversations and discourse analysis (Absolon, 2011, p. 104). 
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Data analysis has involved multiple stages of coding, through an integrative and inductive 

process; description, analysis, and interpretation have happened all through the research (Kovach, 2009), 

using grounded theory. All sources of data have undergone open-coding, explained by Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) as “the process of breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data” 

(p. 61). Raw data has been coded into different sets of meaning to form concepts, the basic units of 

analysis in grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). To honour nihithowuk worldview, stories shared 

during the talking circles have been holistically conceptualized (Kovach, 2009). When searching for key 

words and phrases, the participants’ stories have been interpreted through the interconnected—physical, 

mental, emotional, and spiritual—dimensions of their experiences. I keep an image of the Canadian 

Council on Learning’s, First Nations Holistic Lifelong Learning Model (2007), at my desk, using it as a 

visual guide to help me interpret the ideas and experiences that have been shared. That being said, I take 

responsibility for any statements or stories I have misinterpreted. Accordingly, concepts with similar 

characteristics have been grouped to develop subcategories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Ongoing 

comparative analysis has been used for all talking circles to determine similarities and differences across 

data to generate themes (Goulding, 2002). Next, axial coding has taken place to make connections 

between categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and the themes show the relationships that hold ideas 

together (Wilson, 2008). Finally, the connections between categories have been interpreted through 

selective coding—and methodological triangulation (Chilisa, 2012) of the data—to determine if there is a 

central phenomenon (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). After the three stages of coding, an existing theory is 

enriched by the knowledge gained (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Scope 

The scope of this study is intentionally specific, and, hopefully, its impact can be somewhat 

broad. Elders recruited represent the First Peoples of the territory. Lac La Ronge region is located on 

Treaty Six and is the traditional territory of the Woodland Cree and homeland of the Métis. The teacher 

participants share a deep, relational commitment to the North and its students. As a researcher who is a 



 

30 

 

teacher, community member, spouse of a nihithow man, and mother to a nihithow child, I have felt mostly 

comfortable engaging with participants at this stage in my learning journey. I am grateful for the kindness 

shown to me as I take steps to deepen my knowledge. I am aware I do not have the same level of 

expertise to offer Elders in a relational exchange. However, my hope is that by helping to facilitate 

collaboration among community members, I will be able to mobilize this knowledge in a way that is 

reciprocal, serving Elders by serving the youth. This depends on the engagement of non-Indigenous 

teachers. In particular, a continued openness to learn from the community members who have shown a 

willingness to guide us in our learning. As for my teacher colleagues, I hope we have had an opportunity 

to learn from each other. I thank them for their generosity of knowledge and experience. The study may 

also be beneficial to other northern communities within Saskatchewan and to settler-teachers who teach or 

are thinking about teaching in the North.  

This study is meant to serve students. However, I recruited the voices of those who guide them, 

rather than their own. I do not feel qualified enough to conduct research with Indigenous students; I think 

Indigenous scholars are better positioned to do this. For the purpose of my research, students’ voices have 

been gleaned from the recent study in Saskatchewan by Bonnie Stelmach, Margaret Kovach, and Larry 

Steeves (2017) that involves six provincially funded schools and one band school, answering a call to 

listen to Aboriginal students. Hopefully, in combination with my study, teachers have more tools to 

support students, in an aim to meet their holistic needs.    
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Chapter 3  

Results 

The data has been organized according to participant groups: Elders, First Nations and Métis 

teachers, and non-Indigenous teachers. Through open-coding, themes and subthemes have been 

determined for each participant group. Converging and diverging themes will be discussed in the next 

chapter.   

The Elders and First Nations and Métis teachers have been asked the same questions in an aim to 

understand how they think non-Indigenous teachers can support the wellbeing and achievement of 

Indigenous students. The first theme is Prerequisite Learning and Reflection for Non-Indigenous Teachers 

with subthemes: worldview; historical context; systemic racism; identity; and reflection. The second 

theme is Student Wellbeing with subthemes: learning from community; believing in students; respect; and 

relationships. The third theme is Student Achievement with subthemes: define achievement; 

communication; barriers to achievement; resources; land-based learning; and commitment. First Nations 

and Métis Elders and teachers who responded to the research questions recognize the interconnectedness 

of wellbeing and achievement when exploring the ways in which non-Indigenous teachers from other 

places can support Métis and First Nations students.  

The themes and subthemes for the non-Indigenous teachers’ participant group are categorized 

similarly but are different, since the questions and purpose are not the same as they are for the Indigenous 

Elders and teachers. My aim in conversations with non-Indigenous teachers has been to learn more about 

their perceptions of personal wellbeing and achievement in the North by asking them: why they moved; 

the quality of place- and culture-based education they received during their teacher training programs in 

university; the kinds of place- and culture-based supports they have accessed since teaching in the North; 

and why they have chosen to stay for five or more years. I have wondered if a sense of wellbeing and self-

efficacy contribute to making long-term commitments. The first theme for non-Indigenous teachers is: 

Prerequisite Learning and Reflection of Non-Indigenous teachers with subthemes: arriving to teach with 
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an open mind; and inadequate pre-service teacher training. The second theme is Teacher Wellbeing with 

subthemes: learning from community; and relationships. The third theme is Teacher Achievement with 

subthemes: place- and culture- based supports; and motivation to stay.    

Participant Group 1: Elders 

Theme 1: Prerequisite Learning and Reflection for Non-Indigenous Teachers 

Worldview. 

“Parallel truths: two things can be true at the same time . . . There’s a common one that compares how a 

scientist looks at a tree and how an Indian looks at a tree. The scientist looks at the atoms and structure 

and how it works together and an Indian sees the tree as connected to all the forest around it –  

sees it in a different way. And both are true.”  

(Elder Interview June 6, 2017)  

Many non-Indigenous teachers who move to northern communities quickly realize that the lens 

through which they perceive the world around them, their worldview, is different from the Indigenous 

students whom they serve. It is what they do with that realization that will shape their experiences as 

teachers moving forward. Unpacking the differences in worldviews is important reflection to engage in to 

serve Indigenous students and avoid causing harm by pushing a Eurocentric perspective. Non-Indigenous 

teachers who are open to other ways of knowing have a unique opportunity to learn from Elders. As 

Stelmach (2008) notes, Elders view their roles through a cultural lens – as cultural guardians, cultural 

intermediaries, and serving as a cultural bridge between Indigenous and non-Indigenous life worlds. 

Elders also acknowledge the importance of teaching children how to be successful in non-Indigenous 

settings.  

An Elder used story to explain worldview, while unpacking relational ontology and 

epistemology—learning about knowledge and its keepers, everyone and no one—to help me understand 

my students:  
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There are stories and there’s parallel stories. Columbus arrives here and 

he’s going to India for spice and perfume. Comes out of a feudal system 

in Europe with a lord, castle, and a rigid hierarchy, and everybody 

belongs. The lord has the right to be monarch because he’s a direct 

descendent of Adam. He can trace his ancestry back to Adam and the 

Garden of Eden. God gave Adam dominion over the Earth. A monarch 

has dominion, so up until 1892, this was the Dominion of Canada. 

Everybody belongs. The lowest people in that organization 

are lordless men: outlaws, of course, and merchants walking back and 

forth between villages carrying packsacks full of pots and pans. They 

have food, wheat oats, and barley, and not much more. They get to 

America where he’s looking for spice because they don’t know how to 

cure meat and their meat is rotten. Rotten meat goes down better if 

you’ve got some spice on it. They’re looking for perfume because in 

their culture, they do not bathe. If a woman has a bath at any time in her 

life, in their culture, she’s obviously a slut, because she only did that to 

get a man. They really stink, so perfume is really important. The Arabs 

have kind of gotten in between Europe and India and blocked the trade 

route, so spice is expensive. They’re looking for a short cut. He bumps 

into North America. Here, they get potatoes, corn, bean, squash, 

pumpkin. All of the food you see with the pilgrims on Thanksgiving 

dinner, including the turkey, it’s all Indian food.   

It was the Indians sharing their food with the pilgrims. It’s still today, 

one of our ceremonies is Thanksgiving. It’s really important. When I 

went looking for answers, the Cree weren’t doing anything, so I went 

looking and ended up in South Dakota with the Lakota. Their word for it 

is wophilá. If the Creator or the spirits or whoever it is out there helped 

you, you have the ceremony of giving thanks. You have a feast and you 

feed everybody, and you give away gifts to show you’re thankful for the 

help that you got.   

Europeans then get this food and medicine. The European population had 

been decimated by the black plague. Some 60% of them had died. Food, 

medicine, their population starts to grow. People there are connected to 

the land, to their castle. They don’t leave. The only ones who are free to 

come over here are merchants. They become wealthy and they take back 

shiploads of gold and all other forms of wealth. We definitely know they 

took back shiploads of gold.   

The merchants are the lowest in that society now become the wealthiest. 

They have more money than the monarchs. The monarchs have been 

playing their little games and fighting their little wars and the treasuries 

are empty. That wealth disparity turns that system upside-down. We did 

more to kichawanimawuk than they did to us.   

Their society is completely unrecognizable anymore. We gave them 

democracy. They didn’t go far enough. They just got to representational 

democracy. They never got to real democracy, but we changed their way 
of thinking. They had never even imagined that a person could live freely 

without the structures that they lived in. That was beyond imagination.   



 

34 

 

They got the number zero. Before that, they hadn’t even imagined zero 

as a number. When you get zero, you can have negative numbers and 

mathematics turns over and takes off.  

Parallel story – equally true to the story that the Indians 

were colonized, and their society was destroyed by Europeans. So we 

know each human being has their own experience of the world. When I 

was born, somebody stuck a nipple in my mouth and squirted warm milk 

and made sounds. One side of my brain fired and connected to the other 

side of my brain and I inferred meaning through the words that I heard 

and connected that meaning to the taste of warm milk in my mouth. 

Throughout my life, I’ve added to that knowledge that I have created by 

inferring meaning to everything that happened. Slowly I built up a body 

of knowledge. Sometimes in my life I would experience something that 

was internally consistent with itself and inconsistent with what was in 

my mind. I would take in the new idea and reject anything that was 

inconsistent with it. I’ve done that throughout my life. From the early 

years, before you are two, you learn 90% of what you’re going to know. 

Throughout my life, through Harvard, everything, 20 years as a lawyer. 

The problem is anytime during that 60 years, if I inferred wrongly at any 

point in that chain, everything that follows is wrong. Going all the way 

back to that taste of warm milk in my mouth. I know nothing absolutely 

and neither does anyone else on the planet. I have a perspective of my 

place in the world and the universe. I have no right to preach because I 

don’t know what’s true. I can listen to whatever anybody else says and 

take in if it sounds real and if it makes sense, I can take it in, but 

nothing’s true. Everything is story. Everything is a story including the 

universe.   

There’s only one thing real and that’s suffering. Even happiness isn’t 

real. You are here today and in the next hour you win 20 million dollars, 

you’re happy. Six months later, it’s going to be right back to where it 

was before you won. Happiness doesn’t stay, it’s fluid. It’s not real. Only 

suffering is. We are here to suffer and to learn. Through suffering, we 

figure it out.  

I go to medicine men and I get advice. Sometimes I’ve had good. 

Sometimes I’ve had bad. If he goes into a Sweat Lodge and the spirits 

tell him something, I’m going to pay more attention. But any human 

being on the planet doesn’t know more than us, because they’ve just 

inferred it. We don’t know anything.  

So your kids that you’ve been teaching, they’re the same way. They’re 

figuring it out. They don’t know anything. They’re not wrong. 

Somebody comes to you and tells you something that you absolutely 

cannot accept. That’s their truth. There’s some 7 billion truths on this 

planet. Each of your kids, as you take them out to experience the world 

are going to experience it different, something knew, something 

different. And it’s true. Even if that wasn’t your experience or your 

perspective.   
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Parallel truths – two things can be true at the same time. Simple example: 

we are both looking at a jar of rhubarb jam. I see a different jar than you 

do. Mine has a label on it. Yours doesn’t. We are looking at the same 

thing. There’s a common one that compares how a scientist looks at a 

tree and how an Indian looks at a tree. The scientist looks at the atoms 

and structure and how it works together and an Indian sees the tree as 

connected to all the forest around it – sees it in a different way. And both 

are true (Elder Interview June 6, 2017).  

The teaching above exemplifies a common theme: difference in worldview. Worldview influences 

perceptions of what student wellbeing and achievement look like in an educational setting.   

With more non-Indigenous teachers than Indigenous teachers in many provincially funded 

schools, western knowledge and practices are often perceived as the norm and Indigenous ways of 

knowing and doing can be challenged and misunderstood. A Métis Elder explains: 

[Research] is a caring thing to do. There is a need, because of a 

disconnect. Students are so closely tied to their communities. People 

coming in don’t always get it. Society is bound to time, as is work. 

Family obligations come first. [Non-Indigenous teachers] need to 

understand the interconnectedness to families and extended families 

(Elder interview June 17 2017).  

As cultural bridges between Indigenous and non-Indigenous life worlds, Elders can serve as supports for 

both students and teachers (Stelmach, 2008). Wilson (2008) points out, learning from Elders can help 

non-Indigenous teachers build respectful and reciprocal relationships that teach them about nihithowuk 

social relations. They can guide non-Indigenous teachers in perceiving student wellbeing and 

achievement through an Indigenous lens. By teaching them the responsibilities of the child within 

Indigenous culture, non-Indigenous teachers can learn to respect that school comes after family and 

community (Stelmach, 2008).  

Historical context. 

We’ve kept our connection to the land. We know that really, really well.   

Or we knew it. I was told by someone my age, we’re the last generation who grew up on the trapline . . . 

Bit, by bit, by bit, we fall into this world.   

(Elder Interview June 6, 2017) 
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Cree and Métis Elders provide context surrounding the history of the territory and the 

implications of this history on students: “Some [non-Indigenous] teachers fit in well and some don’t 

because of a lack of understanding of the history” (Elder interview June 17 2017). Non-Indigenous 

teachers from other places should begin to learn the history of the territory prior to teaching there. An 

Elder uses story to unpack Indigenous-settler relations on Treaty Six Territory.   

Let’s go back. The Churchill River was the first highway and that church 

at Stanley Mission was the first area of contact. Christians have been 

here since that time. They’ve totally eradicated all spirituality out of 

the North. It wasn’t that long ago that Cree men working in Stanley 

Mission brought the pipe and were fired for bringing the pipe. 

They fought for a decade in courts. It wasn’t until the old chief was gone 

and we got a new chief that it was settled, because Lac La Ronge Indian 

Band would not settle.   

A friend of mine that I knew when I was in school went off and became a 

teacher. Down south, they lost hunting, fishing, trapping, and wildlife, 

but they kept the ceremonies. He learned to Sweat and Sundance and 

Vision Quest down there. He came back and he was teaching in this 

school. An Elder from the community came in and sat at the back of the 

class. Never said anything. He knew the reason he was there was to make 

sure that he didn’t say anything wrong.  

The church has had its thumb over this community since they won. We 

signed treaty in 1889. They signed the treaty 100 meters from where I 

live right now – down at the north end of the Montreal Lake. There’s not 

much documented. They broke us into two to make us smaller and 

weaker: Lac La Ronge Indian Band and Montreal Lake Cree Nation. The 

interpreter was James McKay who later became Bishop McKay of the 

Anglican Church. James Roberts was selected for Lac La Ronge Indian 

Band – he could read and write. He was the only one who signed with his 

name. The only ones who could have taught him to read and write were 

the Anglicans. He was selected by the Bishop to be chief.   

The church has had its thumb over this community ever since and 

controlled it. All our ways were evil and completely quashed. People 

today are still afraid of the evil of our prayers, Sweat Lodge, the drum 

even. They were afraid of the drum. It’s taken a long time and it’s just 

starting. You’ve come now and you’ve missed all of those years. It’s just 

starting to come back.   

We don’t have Powwows in La Ronge. We don’t have Sundances. The 

only way to go to a Sundance is to head way out of town. But there 

are Sweat Lodges now. The drum is here. It’s coming back, but it’s taken 

a long time.   
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We’ve lost all of that, but we’ve kept a lot of good things. We’ve kept 

our connection to the land. We know that really, really well. Or we knew 

it. I was told by someone my age, we’re the last generation who grew up 

on the trapline. The ones following us don’t know this stuff. And I’ve 

seen it. It’s true. We’re losing it. We’ve all moved into town. This 

demise that you see, this horror in our communities, isn’t old. It’s brand 

new.  

1966 they opened the Anglo Rouyn mine north of town. The miners 

came into La Ronge and they had a party in the town, seven days a week, 

24 hours a day with night shift miners replacing day shift miners, and the 

entire purpose was to get Indian women drunk. There was another party 

going on at the other end of town, the smoke jumpers. They, too, only 

invited women. If a man showed up at either of those parties, there was 

usually a fight, so the men quit going.   

There used to be an airport where Ace Hardware is now out in Air 

Ronge. When I was a kid, that airport was a gravel strip. It was filled 

with small planes all summer, rich Americans flying up here. They didn’t 

bring their families, but they brought their hard liquor. They too preyed 

on Aboriginal women. There’s a bunch of people, a decade or so younger 

than me, pale skin, pale eyes in La Ronge, known as keeman-ih-chagan. 

It means bastard.   

You want to destroy people, you destroy the women first. The drinking 

started up binge-style from peer drinking. I came of age. I left here in ’74 

and joined the navy. The night I left, I was in the bar. I was 17 years old. 

I walked around and the bar was almost empty. I knew everyone 

in there and I shook hands before I left. I came back in 1979 and walked 

back into that same bar. It was full and I didn’t know anybody. There 

wasn’t a single person who I knew. This town changed.   

In the early ‘80s there was a DNS, Department of Northern 

Saskatchewan, and the socialist government believed that they were 

going to turn La Ronge into the capital of Northern Saskatchewan. That 

government building downtown was going to be the capital building. It 

ended when Devine got elected and they sold everything off. Well, they 

never really sold it. They gave it away. The sawmill was given to one of 

Devine’s friends. The amount that he paid for it: there was a stack of sod 

lumber in the yard that was worth the value of the mill. He just took the 

lumber out of the yard and sold it to pay for the sawmill. That was 

supposed to be ours, the peoples.   

We’ve been betrayed over and over again. The government to the south 

sees the North as a place to extract resources from. When I was young, I 

worked in the bush. There were a thousand of us with chainsaws. Today 

they take out maybe five times as much wood and there might be a 

couple of dozen people out there with machines.   

We’ve been removed from the land. Trapping is gone. I’ve got 

a trapline but you can’t make a living at it. It’s hard, cold. Some people 
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see it as miserable work. Can’t make a living commercial fishing 

anymore. I’m still commercial fishing. My dad fed a family of nine by 

trapping and fishing and a garden. I can still do it. I’ve lived off the land 

and just fished and trapped with my garden. I can survive, but I can’t buy 

gasoline and I need gasoline to visit my children and my grandchildren. 

To get gasoline, I need a job. I live out in the bush. If I have a vehicle, it 

should be a fairly new vehicle, so it’s dependable. I’ve got to work. I 

work forty hours a week and have 15 hours a week of driving to get back 

and forth. My worktime is short. I need a boat instead of a canoe to get to 

my vehicle. And I could saw wood with a hand saw, but I don’t have a 

lot of time for my firewood, so I use a chainsaw. And I’ve got a dog 

team, so I could haul my wood with a dog team, but I don’t have a lot of 

time on weekends, so I use a skidoo. Bit, by bit, by bit, we fall into this 

world (Elder Interview June 6, 2017).   

While the circumstances above are depicted from a local context, similar losses have been experienced by 

many northern First Nations at the hands of colonial powers. As the Elder pointed out with his pipe 

example, the church has caused divisiveness amongst Cree people, too.   

Another Elder acknowledges the role of the Anglican Church in La Ronge, Stanley Mission, and 

Cumberland House. She explains concerns about Indigenous ways of knowing being generalized. The 

Medicine Wheel and Powwows, for example, have not been a part of Woodland Cree or Métis culture in 

La Ronge, not as far back as her own mother could recall when she was alive, anyway. Respecting the 

beliefs of the area was expressed as important to her. She clarifies: “Elders didn’t like the efforts to bring 

Powwows up here. It should be presented as a way of doing things. This person has this belief. It doesn’t 

mean it’s your way” (Elder interview June 17 2017). The relationship between what has been preserved, 

lost, reclaimed, and introduced is complex. The government tried to take so much from the nihithowuk 

and Métis of Treaty Six Territory.   

Identity. 

[My mother] stopped and said, ‘My boy, you have to learn this.  

You have to learn how to trap. You have to learn how to fish. You have to learn how to make your living 

off the land in case anything ever happens to that other world.’   

(Elder Interview June 6, 2017)  
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Elders recognize the high number of non-Indigenous teachers who relocate to northern 

Saskatchewan: some are transient, others are here for two or three years, and there are those who stay for 

the rest of their lives. They explain the importance of preparing before coming to a community, so 

teachers know what to expect. There is also value in experiencing community life, getting to know 

community members, and how they live (Elder Talking Circle February 6, 2018). A necessary aspect of 

prioritizing community expectations is learning more about the identities of Indigenous students and 

staff.   

My father died when I was eight. My mother took me trapping. I’ll tell 

the whole story because it’s going to help you. We got forced to move to 

La Ronge and go on welfare. They told my mom that if she was going to 

take us out of school trapping, that they’d take her kids away. We were 

forced on welfare in La Ronge and we went to school in this school. But 

she wouldn’t give up the trapline. They were trying to take it away from 

her. [She kept it] as long as she trapped a little bit each year. We went 

back one spring; I was about twelve. We were walking the trapline in 

March. Beautiful day: southwest wind in March, sun was shining, blue 

wispy clouds. The snow has frozen and thawed, frozen and thawed and 

has a different sound with my mother’s moccasins. She stopped and said, 

‘My boy, you have to learn this. You have to learn how to trap. You have 

to learn how to fish. You have to learn how to make your living off the 

land in case anything ever happens to that other world.’  

I usually didn’t listen to too much that my mother said, but that stuck. I 

made sure I could live off the land. It’s given me the confidence to do all 

the things I’ve done. When I was working in the mines, I could tell a 

foreman to piss off, because you can fire me – I’ll still live. I was telling 

my wife that. It even gave me the confidence to go to Harvard. I 

remembered when I said that, the first thing I threw in my car before I 

drove to Boston was my camping gear and my tent (Elder Interview June 

6, 2017).  

Another Elder, who spent her childhood on the trapline, said she stayed there from October to December, 

came home before Christmas, and stayed from March to May, before break-up. (The Woodland Cree have 

six seasons: nipin [summer], takwakin [fall], mikiskaw [freeze-up], pipon [winter], mithoskamin [break-

up], and sikwan [spring].) This was her experience until the fourth grade, when she began boarding in 

town and attending school (Elder Interview June 17, 2017). For the Elders who grew up on the trapline, 

the experience seems foundational to who they have become, instilling knowledge and confidence. It is 
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important for non-Indigenous teachers to understand that the land is part of Indigenous identity. 

To create a positive learning environment, students’ identities need to be reflected in curricula and 

instruction across all subject areas.  

Theme 2: Student Wellbeing 

Learning from community. 

Non-Indigenous teachers can’t learn it all at once and that’s okay.   

(Elder Talking Circle February 6, 2018)  

Elders provide a foundation from which to explore student wellbeing, the second 

theme. As noted above, it takes time for non-Indigenous teachers to learn what they need to 

effectively support Indigenous students’ wellbeing. Nonetheless, student wellbeing should be a 

teacher’s first priority, for “wellness leads to achievement” (Elder Interview June 17, 

2017). Elders emphasize the role they can play in supporting newcomers to the community who 

want to teach well: “Strength comes from visiting Elders and getting more information, learning 

from the community – Elders, parents, and students. [Non-Indigenous teachers can] adapt [by 

trying new things] - live, eat, [experience] activities, and lifestyle – how [Cree people] lived 

years before, including before there was a school” (Elder Talking Circle February 6, 2018). Non-

Indigenous teachers can take the time to learn about local protocols and reciprocity when seeking 

guidance from Elders to show gratitude and respect.   

Respect and believe in students. 

Respect is huge. Respect races, beliefs, dancing - Powwows. Have everyone participate. When parents of 

non-Indigenous students don’t agree with these kinds of events taking place, it feels like a violation. 
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Respect the belief system of people, parents, community, and cultural beliefs of area. It is good for 

teachers to know the community – what is acceptable and what is not.   

(Elder Interview June 17, 2017)  

The subthemes, respect and believe in students are being presented together for the Elders, 

because there is not enough data to separate the subthemes for this participant group. Respect begins with 

the acknowledgement that Indigenous and non-Indigenous sources and domains of knowledge are 

different and a commitment by non-Indigenous teachers to honour their students, the community, and 

land. The Elder suggests becoming part of the community—building friendships, participating in cultural 

gatherings, and venturing beyond the four walls of the classroom—to enable non-Indigenous 

teachers to learn what respect looks and sounds like within a local context. Some choices and actions non-

Indigenous teachers may perceive as disrespectful should be regarded through a cultural lens:   

People miss school because of life and community comes first. 

Sometimes it’s hard to let us know, because they don’t always have 

phones or internet. Patience encourages students to return. Respect and 

understand interconnectedness with family and community (Elder 

Interview June 17, 2017).  

In many cases, students’ actions can have nothing to do with the teacher, and more to do with their 

cultural values and family obligations. Creating a classroom climate that fosters wellbeing is incumbent 

upon respecting students’ worldviews and social responsibilities. Part of respecting students is accepting 

them for who they are and demonstrating belief in their abilities: “Many students have low self-esteem. 

Encourage them.  Help them see their strengths and that they can achieve. Build up self-esteem. Help 

them feel good about who they are. Many have engrained experiences from how they were raised. 

Encourage them to see that who they are is good” (Elder Interview June 17, 2017).  

Relationships. 

Teachers can help by keeping an open door, talking quietly without other students knowing so they can 

share: ‘I’m here to listen. I’m here to help you in any way I can.’   
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It’s safe to trust and talk to a teacher who has listened.   

Parents are the same when they trust you.   

(Elder Talking Circle February 6, 2018)  

Most teachers try to get to know students as individuals, over time gaining an impression of who 

they are, today. Listening to Elders’ stories helps us learn where students come from, their roots and 

relationships. Identity is embedded in connection to each other and the land. The Elders guide non-

Indigenous teachers in forming positive student-teacher relationships that support their holistic needs:  

Students need to know the classroom is a safe place where they won’t be 

criticized. Teachers can’t be afraid to expect bizarre behavior. Structure 

helps students feel safe.  

The basic needs of students are the same, despite age. You can meet 

younger students needs quickly because of openness and actions – for 

example, falling asleep. They are easier to read. Students close off as 

they get older. It is more difficult as a teacher to meet their needs – they 

won’t express them. Anger can mask other feelings.  

If children feel comfortable with teachers, they take that home with them 

and parents feel it’s safe (Elder Talking Circle February 6, 2018).  

Another Elder explained that:  

Children need role models. I took students to youth conference to see 

people with similar backgrounds experience success – they had 

challenges and they pressed on . . . Get to know the students and they 

will share, but with some it takes longer. Try to meet with students on an 

individual basis. With only one period a day, it can be difficult to get to 

know them. Extra-curricular activities help. Class trips help with 

relationship-building (Elder Interview June 17, 2017).  

An Elder sums up the importance of relationships:  

They teach you to be a professional and to be emotionally detached. 

Bullshit. You want to make a difference for the kid, you give a shit. I see 

it, even as a prosecutor. I was being decent to a guy. He told his 

probation officer: I can’t breach that order because I’ll disappoint [the 

prosecutor]. Just by being decent, caring. Give a shit (Elder Interview 

June 6, 2017).  
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When listening to Elders, I often find myself thinking that the Indigenous way of doing things is the 

human way, the instinctive or natural way, of doing things. What we learn in institutions sometimes 

attempts to subtract the human element of our work, of our relationships.   

Theme 3: Student Achievement 

Barriers to achievement. 

Break down barriers with sharing humour, universal values – respect, traditional games, and food. 

Encourage counselling and working closely with teachers to understand what is impacting students’ lives. 

[There is] a lot of hurting out there – some non-Indigenous teachers have not dealt with the kinds of 

things some students have experienced: alcohol and partying, multiple families in dwellings. 

 It’s hard and getting to school can be a challenge. If kids are tired, let them sleep.  

Be flexible with finals. Hold them at a later date if needed.   

(Elder Interview June 17, 2017)   

The specific strategies above, outlined by an Elder, illustrate how non-Indigenous teachers can 

support students who face barriers that can interfere with their success in school. Another Elder also 

notices that:  

The community shows more love and support for younger students. For 

example, mosom or chapan bring them to school rather than the bus. 

Love is there. For older students, it’s not as obvious. Parents don’t wake 

up older students; it’s up to them to do it on their own (Elder Talking 

Circle February 6, 2018).   

His wife agrees that younger students have more support than older ones:  

Sports programming garners more participation in younger grades. In 

older grades, not everyone is included and not everyone will participate. 

Students start splintering and feeling alone. Nourishment is more readily 

available to younger grades. High school kids were coming to Elders’ 

room to get coffee, tea, and snacks because they’re hungry. Student 

counsellors are too limited. Everyone could benefit from visits, but 

usually those with obvious challenges get supported first. Tutors/ EAs 

are a great support because they are there to listen. Again, there are more 
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in elementary school than high school. High school students are in the 

hallways because they don’t feel like they can succeed. Older students 

drop out because they feel badly about themselves. Teachers try very 

hard – from compassion, to threats (Elder Talking Circle February 6, 

2018).  

Based on the barriers Elders outline, community supports and intervention are needed alongside teacher 

compassion to help students achieve.  

Resources. 

Story is therapy.  

(Elder Interview, June 17, 2017)  

The First Nations and Métis teachers had more suggestions for specific Indigenous resources to 

support lesson planning, since they have spent their careers creating, gathering, and adapting lesson plans. 

Elders spent time discussing land-based learning, which is its own sub-theme, and included next. 

Nonetheless, the Elders know that I teach English and have given some recommendations that can support 

student wellbeing and achievement in language arts. Two Elders share the value in writing: “Journals take 

time but help you get to know the students. Assign essays on personal topics using writing and journals” 

(Elder Interview June 17, 2017). The other Elder highlights the therapeutic value of writing:  

You’re an English teacher, story. Story is therapy. I’m down in South 

Dakota with one of my last books at a writers’ festival and I meet a man 

down there. He had been in five wars in ten years, so extreme PTSD. 

He’s working with a veterans’ writing group. What they do is have them 

write out their story. That’s the most important part, that they write out 

their story. They can put in in the shredder, or they can share it in group 

therapy, or get help with editing, or get help with publishing. Everything 

from the shredder to publishing is possible. The important part is the 

writing.   

The way this works, you experience a traumatic event and your mind 

starts swirling. You can’t make sense of it. Your brain wants to make 

sense of it, but it can’t. It just keeps spinning. When you sit down and 

force yourself to write it, you make sense of it. It's also the left-brain, 

right-brain thing. Trauma hides in the right brain. The right-brain is non-

verbal. Talk therapy doesn’t work for trauma. Writing does, though.   
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Get your students writing. That’s just one example. There are more 

studies I’ve been looking at that bring this up, the writing part, because 

that’s how you make sense of it. That’s what everyone’s trying to do all 

the time. We’re always trying to make sense of where we are (Elder 

Interview June 6, 2017).  

The English Language Arts strategies suggested have multifaceted benefits for student learning and 

healing.   

Land-based learning. 

If you can help [students] to live off the land and help them to reconnect with their land and at the same 

time, you can learn that land. As you’re learning, you’ll help them to learn . . .   

Learn to love the land and inspire the kids to love the land in any way that they do.   

If they’re not praying, it doesn’t matter. Creator is in there.   

(Elder Interview June 6, 2017)  

Elders emphasize the importance of teaching students to live off the land:  

So what I want to get to is how do you help these kids today come out of 

this. We have no ceremonies. You know more about handing out tobacco 

and protocol than most of the kids here who grew up here. It’s been 

taken away from them. But if you can help them to live off the land and 

help them to reconnect with their land and at the same time, you can 

learn that land. As you’re learning, you’ll help them to learn. If you want 

an excellent resource of someone who has done what you’re asking to 

do, Christine. She’s done it. All the questions you’re asking, she’s 

already done it. She’s already figured it out. Learn to love the land and 

inspire the kids to love the land in any way that they do. If they’re not 

praying, it doesn’t matter. Creator is in there.  

The Japanese have figured this out. They call it forest bathing. They 

know that if you go in the forest and just let it, it will heal you. You don’t 

need a spiritual connection to do it. You don’t need to know all of the 

protocols and have a Sweat, Sundance and Vision Quest. Those are all 

good and they’ll increase your understanding, but you can still go do 

that.   

If you’re a fundamentalist Christian, you can still learn to love the land. 

It doesn’t matter. That is where this strength is going to come from for 

these kids (Elder Interview June 6, 2017).   
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An Elder, who identifies that her father was a hunter and trapper who provided well for their family, 

echoes some of the same sentiments and details specific activities teachers can engage students in:  

Teach students how to live off the land: trapping life, hunting and 

gathering, fishing, shelters, food preservation (canned meat, fish, and dry 

meat), Native crafts. Winter Festival – tea boiling contest, bannock 

making contest – used to take place in town, right on the lake, and 

everyone would come. They would make the fire as fast as they could 

with a pot of water on top. Whoever had water boiling fastest would win. 

We had poker rallies with dog teams to pick up cards and dog sled races, 

too. My family was agricultural; years ago, there were lots of gardens. 

As people get healthy, they want to plant gardens and take care of 

homes. It’s important for children to know there were wonderful family 

times with no alcohol or drugs (Elder Interview June 17, 2017).  

Elders identify the recognition and inclusion of Indigenous knowledge in students’ education—especially 

land-based learning—as crucially important for non-Indigenous teachers to provide.   

Participant Group 2: First Nations and Métis Teachers 

First Nations and Métis teachers comprise the second participant group to contribute to the 

conversation about how non-Indigenous teachers can support the wellbeing and achievement of 

Indigenous students. Like the Elders, Indigenous teachers’ responses are organized into themes and 

subthemes. All themes and many subthemes converge with the Elders’ insights and recommendations. As 

noted previously, converging and diverging themes will be explored in the next chapter.  

Theme 1: Prerequisite Learning and Reflection for Non-Indigenous Teachers 

Worldview. 

One of the things that I really think about wellbeing is for non-Indigenous teachers to realize there is 

more than one way to view the world. There is more than one reality.  

(First Nations and Métis Teachers Talking Circle June 7, 2017)  
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Like the Elders, Métis and First Nations teachers recognize that understanding the holistic way in 

which many Indigenous peoples view the world is foundational prerequisite learning for non-Indigenous 

teachers. The Métis teacher, quoted above, continues:  

Too often, people forget [that there is more than one reality] and we go 

back to a place that we knew and were comfortable with and that’s a very 

human response. You go back to what you know, unless you deliberately 

set out to open yourself to new ideas and push the boundaries (First 

Nations and Métis Teachers Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  

It is important for non-Indigenous teachers to recognize that “value systems are going to be different” 

(First Nations and Métis Teachers Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Failing to acknowledge and respect 

differences becomes problematic, creating a disconnect, when non-Indigenous teachers prioritize western 

sources and domains of knowledge, rather than learning from community members, including students.   

Systemic racism. 

A huge thing is recognizing the racism within the institution.   

The institution itself is racist and calling things what they are . . .   

Residential schools came because they thought they needed to fix us, to better us, and that’s not what the 

Treaties meant.  It’s our job to make sure we don’t repeat history and move forward.   

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017)  

 

While the Elders have delved into detailed accounts of the historical context of the country and 

territory, most teachers examine how that history has contributed to specific examples of systemic racism 

in education. These are related but diverging themes that build upon each other. A Métis teacher 

explains: “To support wellbeing, [teachers should] examine colonialism and the effects of colonialism” 

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). The most horrifying effect of systemic racism in 

education in Canada has been the residential school system. In listening to participants’ varied 

perspectives, there has been common disdain expressed toward the harm caused by residential schools’ 
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assimilative policies and abusive, dangerous practices. The history of residential schools in La Ronge is 

explored in the next chapter.   

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action report, published in 2015, outlines 

ways we can recognize this history, honour survivors, and move forward together, as Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples who share this land. It is the responsibility of the people and all levels of government. 

In the article, “Truth and Reconciliation report brings calls for actions, not words,” Senator Murray 

Sinclair, who served as Chair of the TRC, is recorded stating: "Reconciliation is not an Aboriginal 

problem — it is a Canadian problem. It involves all of us" (Fedio, 2015). A First Nations teacher shares 

this belief:   

As Indigenous people, we can’t do it on our own. It’s a partnership when 

we talk about reconciliation. Our kids need to be taught that and we need 

to be taught that. Approaching hard topics and not getting offended when 

somebody says something. That’s how we can grow as an institution 

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).   

Non-Indigenous teachers who learn about the intergenerational harms caused by residential schools are 

better positioned to collaborate with Indigenous peoples and work toward building equity in education, 

addressing systemic failings.  

If non-Indigenous teachers are going to do their part in working towards reconciliation, an 

understanding of what systemic racism looks like at the community-level is needed. Indigenous teachers’ 

and students’ experiences can help identify the local impacts. A First Nations teacher provides a specific 

example:  

I taught a program that consisted of 98% of Aboriginal kids in that 

transition program. It should have never been that way because 

realistically it should reflect our numbers in our school. I taught in 

Beauval for three years and taught more non-Aboriginal kids in a 

community that is 99% Aboriginal than I did in our school. I taught there 

for 3 years and I taught here for 10. It says something about our 

schooling system, that it’s not working, or that we view our kids as not 

able. And that’s not the truth (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle 

June 7, 2017).  
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The transition program no longer exists at our school. It offered specialized programming with modified 

outcomes to support middle years students as a bridge to meeting ministry outcomes without 

modifications so students would avoid restrictions on post-secondary options. As the teacher notes, there 

was a disproportionate number of Aboriginal students in the program – 98%, when it should have been 

more like 85%. This is an example of deficit thinking – the view that First Nations and Métis students are 

‘not able.’ In the next chapter, I will explore how this problem is not limited to our school but reflected 

across the education system in Canada.  

Another example of systemic racism is the control the ministry has tried to exert over the time it 

takes students to graduate:  

When we look at our kids, we look at the grad rate in three years and 

they track it. Our school division tracks it. My goal—I don’t care - I 

really don’t care—if they graduate in three years. Do I want them all to 

graduate, yeah, but if it takes four or five years, we’re here until they’re 

21, anyways. Sometimes these kids are not going to graduate at our 

school. They might go back at 30. They may never graduate, but they 

may have a huge amount of achievements in their life and be a successful 

person and that’s okay. It took about three years ago before I had a kid I 

taught in grade eight graduate. Now, this year, alone, I have 10 out of the 

58 on that list. Most of them came back as adults, but I don’t care. My 

point is they graduated. They’ve worked hard. They’ve come back. 

They’ve seen that they can do this (First Nations and Métis Talking 

Circle June 7, 2017).   

In my opinion, non-Indigenous teachers should prioritize community expectations over ministry mandates 

until the day that ministry mandates actually reflect community expectations, and not just on paper. 

Systemic racism can take many shapes in education – from residential schools, to stereotyping students 

and lowered expectations. Understanding the effects requires examining the root causes. Part of learning 

the history of the territory is recognizing that history’s relationship to systemic racism in education. This 

is necessary prerequisite learning for non-Indigenous teachers.  
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Identity. 

In the ‘90s, I had to separate myself as school [me] and home [me] . . .   

I had to separate myself to find success in this building.   

(First Nations and Metis Talking Circle June 7, 2017) 

While some of today’s youth spend time on their families’ traplines, not all have the opportunity. 

Many young people spend more time at school than on the land. The First Nations and Métis teachers 

who I listened to spoke about the relationship between school and identity. Unlike the Elders, the younger 

teachers did not reference growing up on the trapline, and, perhaps, spent less time there. They attended 

school, much like today’s students, but during a time when there was even less representation of First 

Nations and Métis students’ identities in their learning. With limited Indigenous teachers and curricula 

rooted in western sources and domains of knowledge, they were challenged by the learning environment:  

Even me, in the ‘90s, I had to separate myself as school [me] and [home] 

me. I even had two sets of friends. My school friends were non-

Indigenous because my Indigenous friends weren’t in school anymore. 

As soon as 3:30 went, I was out the door and headed to wherever I was 

headed, but I had to separate myself to find success in this building. 

That’s not okay. [My First Nations colleague] and I have talked 

about this many times. That’s how she did it too and she went to a 

different school. Breaking apart from that, being okay with who we are 

and being able to be who we are in our building and not measure our 

success by a standard set by some person in Regina or down at central 

office, that’s a big thing I think (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle 

June 7, 2017).  

During our talking circle, a Métis teacher reminds non-Indigenous teachers that their identities 

can be congruent with the wellbeing and achievement of Métis and First Nations students, “You don’t 

have to be an Indigenous teacher to teach Indigenous students well. I think you come from a part in your 

heart where you care and where you want to learn and [are] open to new ideas” (First Nations and Métis 

Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Students know if you care, if you’re sincere. Teachers who care can help 

young people feel like they belong. Non-Indigenous teachers need to walk themselves through a process 

of learning and introspection—exploring worldview, the historical context, systemic racism, and 
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identity—to teach Indigenous students in a new community in a way that attempts to ensure their 

assumptions and biases about students do not negatively impact student wellbeing and achievement.   

Reflection.  

[Be] here for the right reasons, willing to learn about our culture,   

but [don’t] forget who you are.  

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017)  

Once non-Indigenous teachers have engaged in necessary learning, they may be better prepared to 

look inward and examine how they can do their best in a new community. Teachers who participated in 

talking circles have offered matter-of-fact assessments and advice with open minds. I think of Graveline’s 

(2000) characterization of the ‘self-in-relation’ when reading this First Nations teacher’s words, a 

recognition that who we are in this process also matters:  

[Be] here for the right reasons, willing to learn about our culture, but 

[don’t] forget who you are. I think that’s a huge thing where people who 

forget where they came from and aren’t proud of that part. You can 

respect our culture, participate in all sorts of activities, but never where 

you come from and who you are as a person, because that’s just as 

important. Respecting other people’s cultures and participate and learn 

and all that stuff, but I’m never going to forget who I am as a person and 

where I came from.   

That would be nice, because kids start to wonder about that too, and the 

community. It’s hard to get behind somebody like that. You don’t want 

that for your kid. Value systems are going to be different. When you’re 

trying to take on someone else’s culture, your value system, your 

worldview is more likely different. That’s OK, but to respect us and our 

worldview and to respect yourself in that process. I think that’s a big 

thing (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  

As non-Indigenous teachers, how can we embody the recommendations given, while maintaining our 

identities away from our home, families, and often generations-removed from our ancestral territories? 

We all have strengths and weaknesses, formed by gaps in our knowledge and understanding.   
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A Métis teacher provides more guidance:  

I don’t think you should throw out everything you ever knew. I think you 

add to what you have and truly as a teacher of any race, that’s what 

makes a good teacher, when you are willing to step out of your comfort, 

when you are willing to continue to learn, and we’re going to find that 

there’s more wellbeing happening right now (First Nations and Métis 

Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  

By taking the advice above, non-Indigenous teachers can avoid the damage caused by harmful 

assumptions:   

My impression of non-Indigenous teachers from other places - I feel like 

when they come to the North, they have three mindsets: 1) They’re 

Natives and they’re not going to change – if they’re in the down-and-

outs, that’s who they are; 2) They’re going to come here and they’re 

going to save the world - they’re going to be the saviours and they’re 

going to fix everything; and 3) You have the third group which is the 

people who come in here and want to learn and really immerse 

themselves in us. They aren’t scared to go to Far Reserve; they aren’t 

scared to go to Bell’s Point. They’ve been to Bell’s Point; they’ve been 

to Big Stone.  

There’s probably a lot of non-Indigenous teachers who have not done 

that. They’re paying lip service to our culture but they’re not doing our 

culture. Kids know when you’re just playing lip service to it and you can 

be here for ten years and still be paying lip service. I know teachers right 

now who are doing that and it pisses me off because they’re going to be 

teaching my kids. It pisses me off. It’s my job as an Indigenous person to 

change that but I have to have the courage (First Nations and Métis 

Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  

A process of looking inward should begin pre-emptively, by learning as much as possible about a 

community, its history, and its nations before moving, and continue indefinitely, by getting to know 

students, community members, and the land. Some of these problems are tied to transience: the revolving 

door of non-Indigenous teachers who start their careers in the North. However, as the teacher above 

noted, some people who only pay ‘lip service’ to Indigenous cultures have lived here for a long time. As 

more Northerners become teachers, I think there will be less transience and fewer teachers approaching 

education with the harmful mindsets described. Indigenous teachers who are from the North are more 

likely to stay in the North, and they don’t need to be taught the ways of their own communities.  
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Theme 2: Student Wellbeing 

Believing in students. 

Give them absolute assurance that we believe they can do this – absolute, no doubt.  

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017)  

Non-Indigenous teachers who have engaged in prerequisite learning and reflection are more 

prepared to support students: “wellbeing is important; don’t throw out everything you know - move from 

place of comfort and expand, generally” (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). If we 

meet students where they are at and we believe in them, then we begin to foster relationships. If we create 

the conditions for students to feel confident in our classes, it is easier to help them reach their potential. 

High expectations—that are unique to the strengths of each individual—show our students that we believe 

in them:   

I always had very high expectations for my students – behaviour, 

academics – but it was always individual to each one of them, because 

every kid looks different and their academic success and their success in 

life is different in each class and for each kid. But if you look at their 

strengths, too: actually looking at their assessments and looking at how 

they can show their knowledge – projects and presentations they can 

have a choice in. We need to involve our Elders in our classrooms, so 

they are seen as important (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 

7, 2017).  

Another teacher who understands the power of believing in and having high expectations for students 

prefaced her response with a question, "Do we stick it out or are we transient?” (First Nations and Métis 

Talking Circle June 7, 2017), before sharing examples of committed non-Indigenous teachers in a 

northern Dene community and her own experiences as a newcomer in a different community:   

When I think of non-Indigenous teachers, I think of the La Loche lifers . 

. . Talk about two dedicated teachers who put their entire life into their 

community. I think a lot of it from my impression watching them is they 

have had such high expectations for their students, such high 

expectations. If they did not meet those expectations, then they faced 

consequences. No matter who you were, you had the exact same 
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consequences. That’s how I’ve seen them with their students and with 

their athletes. The kids knew the expectations, the ones who I’ve spoken 

to. You didn’t want to disappoint those people, because you had such 

high regard. It’s because those teachers were there for such a long time.   

I taught in [a northern Dene community] for two years. I wanted to move 

away within one month. I’m a Dene woman from a Dene community and 

I did not want to be there, because I was getting my windows broken. I 

was getting stuff stolen from me. My kids were assholes. I could not deal 

with it, but I stuck it out. Then, all of the sudden, ‘Oh wait, we didn’t 

scare her away in the first two months. Oh, I like this lady. I’m going to 

start carrying groceries for her now.’ We started building relationships. I 

stayed there two years and life changes and I had to move away, but I 

was willing to stick it out.   

How many teachers move away at NATA [Northern Area Teachers’ 

Association] Convention, one month into school? They weren’t willing 

to put that time and effort into it because of the pre-conceived notions or 

one or two bad things.   

If you’re willing to stick it out, you’re going to have a wonderful career 

and the kids are going to love you for it. That comes back to having high 

expectations for your students. That’s going to affect their wellbeing and 

their achievement right there, not being scared to have those high 

expectations (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  

Métis and First Nations teachers illustrate what believing in students looks like: helping students identify 

their strengths to improve their self-esteem; having high expectations that are differentiated, not 

normative; and showing a commitment to them and their community, without leaving because of a few 

negative experiences.   

 

Respect. 

Respect is a two-way street. I remember my grandparents always telling me that. I always make it clear to 

my students that ‘I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you and you guys would struggle without me. I need 

you just as you need me.’ I’ve made that very clear and I think they’re more open and feel more 

comfortable in the classroom knowing that I can learn from that, too.  

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017) 
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The Indigenous teachers echoed and elaborated on many of the points the Elder have addressed 

during their talking circle, about respecting cultural values and family obligations. One First Nation 

teacher explains:  

Make sure that you’re understanding that some of our kids are going 

through a lot of crap, but when they show up every day, that’s because 

they want to be here and respecting them for that. Lots of people, I’ve 

heard it lots, ‘Well, I’m a teacher. They need to respect me. Well, no - 

traditionally, you get respect when you give respect. It’s a two-way street 

and remembering that.   

Being able to apologize when you screw up is such a big thing. It’s a 

harder thing—it seems to be from my interactions with admin.--with the 

non-Indigenous teachers than the Indigenous teachers. But just being 

able to say sorry. Like ‘Yeah, I did say something that I shouldn’t have 

and you felt that way. I’m sorry that’s how I came across to you.’ We’re 

all not perfect and our kids need to know it’s okay to make mistakes even 

if you’re 25, 40, 65, 100, whatever, and how to fix those mistakes. That’s 

a big thing. When we come up with restitution and stuff. To me it’s just 

common sense. I know it has a big thing with my worldview and how I 

was raised. Yeah, I respect my Elders, but when my Elders screw up, 

they admit it.   

Some of our behaviours in our classroom might be interpreted as 

disrespectful but that’s not what they mean. They’re actually showing 

you respect. It’s a different worldview, culture and community (First 

Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  

Another teacher describes the value of students’ knowledge and experiences and the importance of 

holding them in high regard:  

Non-Indigenous teachers need to have that respect for these students . . . 

They’re very knowledgeable. They’ve experienced this life. They know 

this life. They know our expectations and they may be different from 

theirs but we’re still here and wanting to be here. They’re still coming 

every day. Even if they’re not, when they do come, it’s just welcoming 

them: ‘It’s nice to see you today. Obviously, I can’t catch you up on the 

two months you’ve missed, but it’s nice to see you, and how have you 

been?’ And just the smile that comes from that. It’s like they know 

I care and I’ll continue to care. Whether you’re a good attender or not a 

good attender, just be open minded and respect those kids, like you 

would respect an Elder (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 

2017).  

What some non-Indigenous teachers may not realize, is that part of showing respect is also 

experiencing the community’s culture(s) in a positive way when invited to:  
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I think [what’s] lacking is the understanding of not being afraid to try 

something. For example, Culture Camp: saying, ‘Ew, gross. What is 

that?’ It’s going to affect kids and not only kids but knowing how to 

react and respond appropriately. You don’t have to try it. I haven’t tried 

some things either but don’t make judgements based on what you’re 

seeing there or in circumstances like that (First Nations and Métis 

Talking Circle June 7, 2017).   

If non-Indigenous teachers are going to live in northern, Indigenous communities, we need to take the 

time to learn how to be respectful according to the cultural context of the community to limit potential 

conflict caused by our behaviour and reduce unintended harm.    

Relationships. 

Relationships are a key part of wellbeing, especially with students who appear challenging.   

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017)  

Student wellbeing is connected to positive relationships. It is important to make a concerted effort 

to try to foster positive relationships with all students.  

It all comes back to relationships and knowing your students, knowing 

their background, knowing when it’s okay to push a little bit more, and 

when it’s time to step away. I think as kids walk through the hallways, 

there’s some who I cannot build a relationship with and there’s some 

down and out kids, where I’m okay with joking with them, and others 

would be scared to do that same thing. That’s relationship-building and 

you have to kind of get rid of your biases and your pre-conceived notions 

of who we are to really affect change and to have that wellbeing 

mindset (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).    

Building relationships outside of the classroom can create positive experience for both teachers and 

students:   

Getting to know them and know those relationships on a totally different 

level, in the classroom, teaching. I am Métis and I remember the kind of 

thing that made my career was when I went out to one of the football 

games and I remember all the kids saw me there. They never gave me 

that kind of a response in the classroom. Those things are really 

important. It’s kind of coming down to their level and knowing them on 

a different level. Educate, being educated, and understand – really 
knowing who we are as First Nations and Métis people (First Nations 

and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  
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Another teacher discusses making an effort even when it’s difficult:  

Relationships are a key part of wellbeing. If you don’t have a 

relationship and you’re not open to having a relationship with students 

who are challenging and not challenging, [realize] the students who 

appear to be quite challenging are the ones who need the relationships 

the most. We learn from each other (First Nations and Métis Talking 

Circle June, 2017).  

Part of being a teacher and being there for students “comes down, a lot, to relationships—giving those 

kids the second, third, twenty-fifth, hundredth chances—because we are here as guides for them (First 

Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). If we believe in students, respect them, and focus on 

building strong relationships, considering the advice above, teachers can have a positive impact on their 

wellbeing.  

Theme 3: Student Achievement  

Define achievement. 

Achievement looks differently depending on how people are willing to allow people to achieve.  

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017) 

If non-Indigenous teachers are going to contribute to the growth of the institution, we need to 

understand the terminology we use as it is defined by the community. One teacher notes: “I think our 

views of achievement when it comes to non-Indigenous and Indigenous teachers are two different things 

and it gets hard” (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Another teacher explains: “We 

get over-focused on academic achievement” (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). A 

third teacher provides additional context:  

Achievement means different things at different times and everyone has 

a time to learn. But we are also an institution and we operate by the 

bureaucracy of the institution meaning that achievement is the mark. It is 

the mark. It is the grade. It is whatever has been set for that particular 

cohort of students. It makes it very difficult to encourage achievement of 

other sorts when students take home a report card. As you can probably 

tell, I’m not much of a fan of grades.   
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Some of the most high-achieving human beings I have ever known didn’t 

even have a grade 8. I visited one last weekend, one of the most 

magnificent human beings I know, and she was one of the people who 

occupied the island of Alcatraz during the Red Power in the 1960s and 

she is still just as feisty as ever and she ended up teaching at universities 

over time through the work that she did and the recognition she received. 

I was one of her students.   

Achievement looks differently depending on how people are willing to 

allow people to achieve. At our school, it’s still very much a mark-based, 

test-based situation. I have always loved that philosophy that everyone 

has a time to learn. Here it’s so structured that we are telling kids, here 

you must be in grade 8 when you’re 13 and you have to do this, that and 

the other thing. For some kids, they do have their struggles. Achievement 

might not be a subject mark in grade 8. Being able to get up in the 

morning and come to school is an achievement (First Nations and Métis 

Talking Circle June 7, 2017).   

Another teacher shares:  

If you’re in a place where you’re struggling with many things, whether 

you’re a teacher or a student, it’s very difficult to achieve. Those two are 

interlinked. I think it’s important to talk about each piece of them to 

realize that they are connected. All teachers, Indigenous and non-

Indigenous teachers, need to realize that achievement means different 

things. Achievement might mean a student chose to trust more than 

they’ve ever trusted and try something and they’re not in the halls like 

they were before. Achievement just means—I explained to them, the 

ones that I mentor, that I’ve come across—I tell them: think about it like 

you’re on a ladder and you’re on the bottom rung. You can stand on that 

bottom rung and you have achieved because you got off the floor. When 

you’re ready, then you move up to the next one (First Nations and Métis 

Talking Circle June 7, 2017).   

When the institution creates a standardized definition of achievement that is disconnected from what 

achievement looks like to the community and it is reinforced by those who are not from the community, it 

is not surprising some students struggle to find meaning in their education.  

As an institution we need to keep growing . . . We need to realize that 

kids have other things going on in their lives—whether they’re 

Indigenous or not—we are here to help them on their pathway. If they 

graduate, great. If they don’t, they’re not a lost cause either (First 

Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).   



 

59 

 

Achievement is fairly black and white according to government standards. I think the way it is defined 

among teachers is quite variable and informed by worldview. It is important to remember that 

achievement is more far-reaching than the data the ministry and division ask us to report.  

Communication. 

I think [achievement is] too linear;   

I think we give students the wrong impression that they’re not achieving when they are.  

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017) 

Unlike other subthemes, Elder and Indigenous teachers’ responses for the communication 

subtheme are being presented together, because there is not enough data to include a separate entry for 

each participant group. An important aspect of student achievement is helping students to understand 

what achievement looks like, in all its forms. Show students how they can get from point A to point B in a 

step-by-step fashion – be transparent. An Elder explains: “At the beginning of year, it is important to talk 

to the grade you’re teaching to help them understand there is a purpose for them to coming to school” 

(Elder Talking Circle February 6, 2018). For example, “in Adult Essential Skills, students can complete 

grade 9 to grade 12 in one year if they work hard” (Elder Interview June 17, 2017). Ask students to share 

their questions and concerns. Communicate expectations and celebrate effort and progress.   

Barriers to achievement. 

I think if people graduate with confidence, it’s essential to moving forward, to breaking the barriers.  

I think sometimes achievement is way too narrowly focused on:   

did you pass this test? did you finish this? did you do that? I think it’s too linear.   

I think it’s coming from a different worldview than I have and some of the students have.  

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017) 
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Barriers that interfere with achievement are part of everyone’s realities. When our lives are out of 

balance and certain needs are not met, life becomes difficult. It is no different for students. However, the 

kinds of barriers Indigenous students experience often have historic and systemic roots, intergenerational 

effects of the issues previously explored. A Métis teacher provides examples of her experiences with 

older students who require help breaking down barriers:  

I know some of our students who come, just getting there is an 

achievement . . . I finally asked [a student], why are you missing so 

much? What’s going on? He told me, he said, ‘Well, I had to give up my 

bedroom because my uncle’s girlfriend is there. She’s quite pregnant. 

They need that room. They need that space.’   

I said, ‘Is there another space for you?   

He said, ‘No.’   

I said, ‘So where do you sleep?’   

He said, ‘I have to wait until everybody goes to bed so I can sleep on the 

couch. And many times, they’re not ready to go to bed, because they’re 

not going to school, until it’s 3am or later.’   

It is an achievement when he comes to school, when he makes it here. 

It’s an achievement that he came. I think not everybody understands the 

barriers. Often, if you haven’t experienced challenging circumstances or 

poverty or just many, many people living in one house, it’s really hard 

for others to see. They say well you can get up, set the alarm clock, and 

you can be here. That just makes it more difficult for some of the 

students because they’re aware that that’s the expectation.   

But sometimes we need to look at achievement like did I do really well 

on this particular exam or this particular course and look at achievement 

as moving forward. I really think that will change how everyone views it. 

I really think that needs to change. I’m not saying I don’t want students 

to get credits, I certainly do. I think if people graduate with confidence, 

it’s essential to moving forward, to breaking the barriers. I think 

sometimes achievement is way too narrowly focused on did you pass 

this test? Did you finish this? Did you do that? I think it’s too linear. I 

think it’s coming from a different worldview than I have and some of the 

students have (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  

In addition to housing issues that may be challenging, she explores family circumstances that can create 

inner turmoil for students who want to do their best but worry about how they will be perceived.  
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It’s some discomfort achieving when you come from a place where 

everybody quit. It’s very difficult to switch your mindset to, ‘I 

am achieving and I may even graduate but no one else in my family ever 

has.’ You need to think about the fact that it’s viewed in a lot of different 

ways by the family at the same time. They’re happy that you’ve 

achieved, yes. But there’s also very mixed feelings about schools and 

about what does that mean and how will it impact our whole lives, our 

family, our community. Achievement needs to be looked at in a very big 

picture (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  

There is no quick fix to the challenges she discusses. Building strong relationships with students can help 

alleviate some of the stress they feel while at school. She also suggests using humour as a tool to guide 

students in a good way:  

I think that one of the things that people need to understand differently 

and it wouldn’t sound like achievement to most people, but it does for 

me, is the use of humour. I think most things, we can find something 

that’s funny about it. It helps you get through things and it breaks 

tension. It has to be used carefully though because humour in a mean 

way can shatter. Humour that is shared and comes from respect. I tease 

my students all the time and they like it. I use it instead of a reprimand. 

I’ve told students who seem to be connected so intently to their phone 

that they cannot seem to put it down. I’ve said are you letting that phone 

boss you around. I could have fought him over that phone but I wouldn’t 

have won. I think we need to break down the barriers that get in the road. 

I think the use of appropriate humour, humour that comes from a good 

place is a good way to support achievement. If you have someone who 

you can joke with in a good way, it breaks down some of the barriers. 

When you break down barriers, you are connected more to wellbeing, to 

achievement, it builds that connection and relationship (First Nations and 

Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  

The barriers that have been explored, thus far, do a good job at highlighting the challenges of 

students who are faced with many difficulties in their lives at home and school. A First Nations teacher 

who was a successful student—according to any interpretation of achievement—reflects on her own 

experiences in school to provide some insight into how Indigenous students have had to compromise who 

they are to find success in our education system:  

I think our views of achievement when it comes to non-Indigenous and 

Indigenous teachers are two different things and it gets hard. It is really 

hard as an Indigenous teacher in this system. How we mostly got through 

this system is we faked who we were to get through it (First Nations and 

Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  
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This teacher presents Indigenous identity as a barrier to her achievement. She points out that it was hard 

for her as a student and it is still hard as a teacher. That Indigenous students and teachers feel they can’t 

be themselves and experience a sense of achievement, simultaneously, is a failing of our system, and, 

likely, a barrier to certifying more Indigenous teachers.   

Resources. 

One of the things that I think that non-Indigenous teachers and Indigenous teachers need to do is really 

be aware of what materials they are using.   

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017)  

It is important for students to see themselves—and their people—reflected in the curricula in a 

positive way. Indigenous participants make resource recommendations. A First Nation teacher recognizes 

the value in students’ knowledge and cautions teachers to be aware of the material they include in their 

lessons:  

Value our kids’ knowledge. Just because some of us come from 

dysfunctional families or homes doesn’t mean we are less Indian or 

Indigenous or less Aboriginal or less First Nation because we don’t have 

the traditional knowledge. There’s the assumption that traditional 

knowledge doesn’t exist in those homes when in fact most of the good 

times are during things like when your family goes camping or berry 

picking or those traditional activities. I think that’s a huge 

misconception. Also, in another perspective, kids that come from really 

functional homes, there’s that, ‘Well, you might not have any of that 

knowledge,’ as well. I think that’s a big misconception . . . There’s also 

the presentation of material in your class that deals with Indigenous 

peoples. I would say it more under wellbeing than achievement, because 

if we are just putting forth negative stereotypes all the time, we are 

reinforcing that we are not good enough, that we don’t have any positive 

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).   

A Métis teacher shares a story about one of her grandchildren and the harm a non-Indigenous teacher 

caused by doubting the student’s firsthand experience of ceremony:  

One of the things that I think that non-Indigenous teachers and 

Indigenous teachers need to do is really be aware of what materials they 

are using. I’ve raised my grandchildren in a traditional way. We’ve 
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attended numerous ceremonies that are a part of our life. They grew up 

that way. It was just what we do.   

When my oldest grandson was in elementary school here, during his 

lesson, he was told the ceremony we attend yearly does not exist 

anymore. It was in the past. People don’t do it anymore. It hasn’t 

happened for a very long time.   

I was shocked when he came home and he told me about it. I was just 

about speechless. I said to him, ‘What did you say?’   

He said, ‘I put my hand up. The teacher asked me and I said but I go 

every year. I went last July. I go every year. It still happens.’ That 

teacher argued a bit with him and he just let it drop.   

That really hurt my heart that they denied his lived experience. They 

denied based on what was in a book was more important to them than 

our history, our lived choices, that respect was not given to him for his 

experiences and he was just saying what he knows. His information 

wasn’t really respected and that greatly impacted me.   

I didn’t say anything for quite some time. He asked me not to go and talk 

about it. He said, ‘I think that teacher understands now because I did say 

something twice’ . . . I respected how he dealt with it. I really wanted to 

go over and deal with it right then and there but it wouldn’t have been a 

calm conversation, so I didn’t.   

Just because you read something in some book does not mean it is 

absolute truth. There’s old stuff out there. There are misconceptions out 

there. I’m concerned that people need to be thinking about what they’re 

reading. I don’t think this teacher had bad intentions but the impact was 

negative. My grandson still remembers and talks about it on occasions. I 

don’t know if other generations of children were taught that same thing 

or if that was a change.   

What I would say is all teachers and as Indigenous teachers, we aren’t 

born with all that knowledge either. It doesn’t just come because of our 

background. We have to learn it, too, and it wasn’t taught in schools. It 

wasn’t a valued part. I think for me, and probably for other people, it 

wasn’t until I went to university that I got a really good idea of what was 

happening and had the opportunity to find out more about what 

happened.   

I’d always known my grandmother went to residential school but I didn’t 

really know as much about how that impacted me until I went to 

university. All of us have a start point where we decide to learn, so 

encouraging all people to learn, whether we are Indigenous or not, about 

what more is out there and not just trusting everything because it’s in a 

book somewhere. Just being aware that we need to check if it’s a good 

source or not (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).  
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From the way we define achievement, to how we communicate with students, to the resources we use, we 

play a role in students’ perceptions of their own success. Students deserve the best of their teachers. All 

students have gifts. All students learn. All students achieve. Helping them to believe in themselves will 

influence their lifelong relationship with formal learning within any education system they belong to.   

Participant Group 3: Non-Indigenous Teachers 

Some of the themes that have emerged from the third participant group, non-Indigenous teachers’, 

connect to the Indigenous participants’ responses, and several diverge. The questions are different for the 

non-Indigenous teachers. My aim has been to explore perceptions of personal wellbeing and achievement 

among non-Indigenous teachers to understand if positive experiences contribute to their long-term 

commitments. The first theme is Prerequisite Learning and Reflection of Non-Indigenous Teachers with 

subthemes: arriving to teach with an open mind; and inadequate pre-service teacher training. The second 

theme is Teacher Wellbeing with subthemes: learning from community; and relationships. The third 

theme is Teacher Achievement with subthemes are: place- and culture-based supports; and motivation to 

stay.   

Theme 1: Prerequisite Learning and Reflection of Non-Indigenous Teachers  

Arriving to teach with an open mind. 

I went on a canoe trip when I was young, in high school, and it was north of La Ronge.   

I thought I had fallen off the edge of the planet I was so far out there.   

But it was also the first time I thought that everything seemed okay.  

(Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017) 

 It is important for non-Indigenous teachers to engage in the process of looking inward, 

interrogating the intersectionality of their privilege, along with the assumptions and biases they carry. 

They have an ethical obligation to assess how their unique perspectives and experiences can serve the 
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communities they are invited to join and to leave misinformation behind. Teachers who have lived in 

northern Saskatchewan for more than five years were invited to participate in the study; however, most 

have had far more teaching experience in the North. I asked participants about their reasons for relocating 

to northern Saskatchewan, expecting based on their commitment, to hear responses relating to the process 

of introspection described above. However, getting a job was the most frequently cited motivation, 

indicating that perhaps the process of introspection comes later.   

A teacher from the East Coast explains her decision to move:  

There wasn’t a lot of opportunity for actual full-time work and we had 

permanent jobs in the labs at the time, but we wanted to be educators. 

When we saw that there were two math and science positions available, 

we went, ‘Well, we don’t want to sub. We don’t want to be on 

unemployment. The lab is great, but it’s not where we want to be forever, 

so let’s just give this a try.’ We looked to see if it was a fly-in or drive in. 

You could drive to the community. So we figured, ‘Well, it’s a year. 

What’s the difference?’ There was no start or end date – it wasn’t for a 

specific length of time, like there was in the Northwest Territories. It was 

just come and teach, so we did. We stayed (Non-Indigenous Teachers 

Talking Circle June 27, 2017).  

While securing employment has been a precursor to each teacher’s move, there have been other 

influences:   

I was motivated to come to the North, because I had always wanted to 

get out of Prince George, BC. I was a slave in my father’s restaurant, for 

years and years and couldn’t wait to get out. Went to university at 

UBC [University of British Columbia]. I fell in love over there. I wanted 

to stay there and be married and never think of anything else. Then my 

boyfriend said you went to school for five years, you should be using 

your teaching degree for something. Me being manipulative, did I apply 

for a lot of jobs? No, I just applied for one and I went to this one 

interview and that was for Northern Lights. I remember [the two men 

who] were interviewing people and then it was my turn to go in 45-

minutes later. I had such a good conversation. I thought I would only be 

here for about a year and then go back and get married. What happened 

was I became more independent and I decided to stay in the North, 

because—to be honest—I never got to see adults in Sandy Bay until 

November 11 and I moved there August 23. I had kids at my house every 

single day, until November 11 and then some adults came to check me 

out, and, finally, I had adult company. And I’m still here [over thirty 

years later] (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  
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The next three teachers are all from Saskatchewan. The first explains: “My motivation for relocating was, 

literally, there was a job here. I applied for it and got it. I knew enough not to believe the stereotypes. I 

didn’t know what it was going to be like here, but I knew the stereotypes weren’t the truth, so sure, I’m 

moving to La Ronge” (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  There were varying 

degrees of familiarity with the people and places of northern Saskatchewan. The second tells his 

experiences:  

I went on a canoe trip when I was young, in high school, and it was north 

of La Ronge. I thought I had fallen off the edge of the planet I was so far 

out there. But it was also the first time I thought that everything seemed 

okay, canoeing through little rivers and lakes and I don’t even know 

where I was. Then I went off and did a bunch of life stuff, did a few 

careers and then I always had it in the back of my mind to go back to 

northern Saskatchewan. I got a teaching degree. I applied for over 200 

jobs and I got an offer for Uranium City and I thought I was the luckiest 

guy on the planet. Then, a while later, I learned that I was the only one 

who applied for the job. It was beautiful (Non-Indigenous Teachers 

Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

The third describes her motivations:  

I came up here for a job as well. I was between jobs and a friend of mine 

who worked up here said, ‘Hey, why don’t you come up here? There’s 

always sub. jobs and what not.’ Had some term positions and got a full-

time job . . . My husband, we got married once I was up here, he works 

as a fishing guide in the summertime . . . This was a good location to be 

our home base because of him being further north.   

I had never really spent much time north of Regina. The first time I went 

to PA was for a fencing tournament where I met my husband to be. That 

led to me coming to La Ronge. I didn’t actually have any stereotypes or 

preconceived notions. It was eye-opening to see what the North was like 

because I grew up in southern, flat Saskatchewan. That was quite a 

change (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

It seems none of the teachers had a long-range plan for the duration of time they would stay, rather, an 

open mind. Some knew more about the North than others, but most had not spent much time in their 

chosen communities.  

 



 

67 

 

Inadequate pre-service teacher training. 

I was unprepared for what [incorporating Indigenous perspectives and content] look[s] like in a science 

classroom, what does it look like in a math classroom. How can you actually do it?   

I had background historical knowledge but nothing to actually use.  

 (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017) 

I asked non-Indigenous teachers what pre-service teacher training they had received to prepare 

them to incorporate Indigenous perspectives and content into their lessons. With the expectation that 

institutional change takes time in education, I am sharing the non-Indigenous teachers’ responses 

according to teaching experience – from longest time teaching, to least. Accordingly, those who have 

been teaching the longest have had the most time elapse since their pre-service teacher training. I have 

wondered if those who had graduated most recently would have had better preparation.  

The most experienced teacher in our talking circle had this to say about the inclusion of 

Indigenous perspectives and content during her pre-service teacher training:  

I was born in Prince George, British Columbia. There are a fair amount 

of Aboriginal People there. My father had a best friend who was 

Aboriginal. My best friend as I was growing up through high school was 

Aboriginal. Unfortunately, my mom was a bit prejudice and 

unfortunately would stick with the Aboriginal stereotypes even though 

we’d argue with her. That’s how I got brought up.   

In UBC, I rarely saw any Aboriginal content because I was in a five-year 

special education program. All I was learning about was all these 

disabilities and how to teach them. When I got the job at Sandy Bay, I 

thought, ‘Wow, what a different culture.’ I think my interview took so 

long because they wanted me to give them my [Chinese] culture and the 

community would give their culture back to me. I learned how to 

play noomukee. We played lots of bingo. We drank illegal alcohol and 

lots of other things we do in small communities.   

In our school, they said the most important thing you can do is establish 

relationships. We were called by our first names . . .  Establishing 

relationships with them helped me be successful in the classroom 

because they were more willing to accept my specialties. ‘Oh, you’re 

okay teacher. I guess I’ll listen to you. I’ll try for you’ and that kind of 

thing. Otherwise, the only thing that I really got taught for Aboriginal 
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content was those Treaty Kits and that’s all I ever had and that’s it (Non-

Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

The second teacher is from Saskatchewan. He also has decades of teaching experience. However, 

it was different from the first teacher - his pre-service teacher training was from First Nations sources and 

domains of knowledge:  

I went through my teaching college at FNU, First Nations University, in 

Regina, but because it was 100 years ago it was called SIFC 

[Saskatchewan Indian Federated College]. It was all geared toward 

Indigenous perspectives. Social studies, education, math, all had 

Indigenous perspectives in them. It was a long time ago. I don’t 

remember a lot of strategies about how to incorporate Indigenous 

perspectives once you actually hit the classroom. University was kind of 

a different world, anyway, because they had all the resources in the 

world there and that’s not what we had in the community. But that was a 

really good thing, because then my resource was my kids – the kids in 

the class and the community. A lot of the Indigenous perspectives just 

become a natural part of teaching. I bring what I bring. The kids bring 

what they bring and the community is a part of the school. Most of my 

education was once I got to the community (Non-Indigenous Teachers 

Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

The third teacher also has many years of experience and is from Saskatchewan. Her pre-service 

teacher training experience was different from the last teacher’s in that Indigenous perspectives were left 

out:  

Back in the Stone Age, when I did my training, when I was in school, 

there wasn’t anything that I was even aware of that was available. I 

looked at different cultures in terms of French-Canadian (core French), 

German culture (dad), Hungarian culture (mom). I never even, to my 

knowledge, encountered a First Nation person during my youth. I grew 

up in small town, southern Saskatchewan. I don’t know how accurate or 

valid or this idea in my head is. In some ways, I felt not being exposed in 

my youth prevented some negative stereotypes from taking root in me. I 

know some people who grew up near reserves and have negative ideas in 

their head. In some ways it helped me, but obviously not in other ways.   

I came to La Ronge and it’s been a gradual process of learning. It was 

more when I took my master’s that I was exposed to Indigenous 

perspectives through the courses. I was also really lucky to have some 

good [educational assistants in the classes I teach, referenced one in 

particular]. With him, I was able to take the students out and do things 

like canoe trips, trapping – stuff that I can’t do, but was able to 
incorporate into the program because I had this very knowledgeable 

person who could teach the kids another way of knowing.   
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It’s an ongoing process. I’m continually learning and growing in terms of 

how to be a better teacher, how to incorporate First Nation and Métis 

views, values, and content . . . The Treaty Kit was another way for me to 

learn. The new things coming out [Following Their Voices] that we will 

be involved in in the future will be a valuable tool . . . Of course students 

have taught me as well (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 

14, 2017).  

The fourth teacher is from the East Coast:   

We are from Nova Scotia originally, but we were doing university in 

Newfoundland. Newfoundland, as you may or may not be aware, has a 

very dark history with First Nations people, so there’s a very, very small 

demographic of First Nation and Métis on the island itself. Where there 

was a little bit of information was through the Inuit. Labrador, has a large 

Inuit population, but there was very little focus on that in the program 

unless you were studying specifically through that route.   

Distance education and First Nations perspectives were sort of lumped 

together because a lot of the schools in Labrador rely on distance 

education to do high school and we were becoming high school teachers. 

As I was double science, I had almost nothing. Actually, I didn’t know 

what a treaty was before I came [to Saskatchewan]. In Nova Scotia, 

where I grew up, we were under Friendship and Peace Treaties, not 

numbered treaties. Just, you are either status or you are not and that’s it. 

It just encompasses everything. When I came here and it was treaties in 

the classroom, I thought what’s a treaty? I had to do a lot of research on 

my own but it was pretty eye opening that there was none of that in the 

East (Non-Indigenous Teacher Interview June 27, 2017).  

The fifth teacher is from Saskatchewan and went to university in Manitoba, graduating from her 

pre-service teacher training program in the last decade:  

To get into the U of S education program you have to have a Native 

Studies credit. I had taken that. At Brandon U, they offered a class on it, 

but it was more theory, nothing practical, nothing subject-based. I was 

unprepared for what does it look like in a science classroom? What does 

it look like in a math classroom? How can you actually do it? I had 

background historical knowledge but nothing to actually use (Non-

Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

            There did not seem to be a correlation between when pre-service teacher training took place and 

the quality of instruction to prepare teachers to incorporate Indigenous perspectives, histories, and content 

into lessons. While the teachers who did their post-secondary education in the western provinces were 

taught more about the historical context, they did not all receive adequate instruction. The teacher who 
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attended FNU seems to have had the highest quality of preparation. Perhaps it was because he attended 

FNU—or maybe because of who he is as a person—that he quickly recognized the students and 

community as his teachers.  

Theme 2: Teacher Wellbeing 

Learning from community. 

It isn’t always easy to know how to do it. I’m afraid to come across as being disrespectful. There’s that 

tension between wanting to know and being scared to do it wrong within me.  

(Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017) 

Non-Indigenous teachers are sometimes insecure when it comes to increasing their cultural 

understandings. There are many factors influencing this feeling, for example, the limited inclusion of 

Indigenous sources and domains of knowledge during our own school experiences, insecurities regarding 

following protocols, and, sometimes, embarrassment for not already knowing the answers to the questions 

we want to pose. Nonetheless, non-Indigenous teachers must not be deterred. When non-Indigenous 

teachers experience the generosity of community members, they will be more apt to seek out guidance, 

build relationships, and experience belonging. This process encourages teacher wellbeing.  

The teacher who speaks of the “tension between wanting to know and being scared to do it 

wrong” also explains:  

I know I still have a long way to go. I’ve become more interested in, with 

the previous tutor [educational assistant] I had, he opened the door to me 

possibly going to a Sweat [Lodge and a] Pow wow. I would really like to 

get more experiences and interactions with Elders because I think there is 

so much valuable knowledge and a way of looking at the world that can 

be beneficial (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

 I think the tension she describes is fairly common among non-Indigenous teachers. That fear of getting it 

wrong is real, because we will mess up. I know I have. There have been times when my nerves have 

caused me to stumble through protocol or not ask a question that’s on my mind. As I learned more, I came 



 

71 

 

to realize—through reflection—there have been several times I could have made better choices as a 

teacher. We do the best we can with the information we have. We make mistakes. We right those 

mistakes, learn from them, and we keep moving forward. One teacher describes how community 

members guided her:  

I got to know a lot of the other teachers and support workers in the 

community. Basically, through forming those relationships, I got to know 

more about the Dene way . . . I learned so much from, [one colleague], in 

particular, but there were a good few mentors in the community, in 

general, who were just very giving (Non-Indigenous Teacher Interview 

June 27, 2017).   

Engaging in community events, like cultural gatherings, is an excellent way to learn and support one’s 

own wellbeing. Taking care of the emotional, physical, spiritual, and mental health of the community is 

an important aspect of many of the events that are planned. If you pay attention, you’ll realize that there 

are gatherings to attend all year long. On every poster I have ever seen, they always say: “everyone is 

welcome.”   

Relationships. 

 

If you were willing to learn and willing to listen, they were willing to share, always.  

(Non-Indigenous Teacher Interview June 27, 2017) 

Attending cultural gatherings is one valuable way to form relationships, as is getting to know 

your colleagues, students, and their families. One non-Indigenous teacher discusses relationship-building 

with students: “Also, talking with students and making those connections. My grandpa and uncle have a 

fly in fishing camp. The only other cabin on the lake is my student’s grandpa” (Non-Indigenous Teachers 

Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

A teacher with Chinese heritage shares how her ethnicity makes relationship-building easier:  

When I first started teaching, even nowadays, there’s still some prejudice 

with Aboriginal people and non-Aboriginal people. But me being 

Chinese, I wasn’t in either category, so I found that I blended in really 

well and they accepted me. Them accepting me made for the greatest 

relationships. With those great relationships, if I needed any help with 
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any of the academics, the relatives would always try to help me. The 

kids, they respected me, just like I respected them, and they always tried 

to do their best for me, too (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle 

June 14, 2017).  

The teacher from the East Coast explores how strong relationships contributed to her positive experiences 

in the North:  

It all came from building relationships and experiencing new things. 

[The Dene and Northern Lifestyles teacher] was looking for any female 

who he thought could maybe survive the week up in the bush. He said, 

‘Hey, do you want to go?’ And I went, ‘Sure!’ We sort of surprised each 

other the whole time, because I spent my life sort of in the bush—we 

called it the woods back East, but that was fine—and camping and doing 

those sorts of things and fishing. I was really fortunate from then on in I 

had earned a place with that sort of programing in the building. We had a 

lot of cross-curricular projects we did throughout the year and just in 

general between [him] and the rest of the community, they were very 

welcoming (Non-Indigenous Teacher Interview June 27, 2017).   

Learning from community and relationships really converge with this group of non-Indigenous teachers, 

because they formed relationships with community members. In a large tri-community, like La Ronge, 

Lac La Ronge Indian Band, and Air Ronge, this may not always happen. In my opinion, those who form 

relationships with locals have more positive experiences and from these relationships a personal 

investment in the community can grow.  

Theme 3: Teacher Achievement  

Place- and culture-based supports. 

The purpose of this study is to understand how non-Indigenous teachers can support student 

wellbeing and achievement. I think it is appropriate to also infer a relationship between teacher wellbeing 

and achievement. A teacher who is able to support student wellbeing and achievement is likely a teacher 

who takes care of their own wellbeing and feels like they are doing good work with students. The place- 

and culture-based supports accessed by non-Indigenous teachers after they begin working in an 

Indigenous community can influence their self-efficacy. I have asked non-Indigenous teachers what kinds 
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of supports they have sought out. The first teacher to respond to the question in our talking circle 

explains:  

One of the biggest supports after living up here was Northern Lifestyles 

as a quad and I had a prep at the end of the day. Whenever [the teacher] 

had an Elder in, I would go sit in on her class. I did that a lot and learned 

a lot from talking with [the teacher] and the Elders (Non-Indigenous 

Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

The second teacher shares:  

Having [a community member] be a tutor in my room was great and 

having him as an Elder. I wish we could have a full-time Elder connected 

to school. Before they had Jimmy Roberts Culture Days, we used to go 

to Stanley Mission for Culture Camp there. [During] my master’s 

program, I had access to knowledge and other First Nation students who 

were taking the same course. [Listed specific teachers who are 

supportive], interns, FNM Catalyst, the land is an important resource to 

be accessed. Students in previous years had a very strong knowledge of 

the land who would take on a larger role when we were doing outings 

(Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

The third teacher recalls:  

My culture was helpful for me getting supports from the Aboriginal 

people here because Chinese people are very respectful to their Elders 

and so are the Aboriginal people. When I went into the classroom, we 

had our curriculum guides – so for social studies, the history of 

Aboriginal peoples. As you say, the storytelling that we would have in 

English Language Arts or even having Elders come in.   

How did I get my Elders? My children in my classroom. We start talking 

about family and then starting to talk about family, they would bring 

their grandparents in or they stop me in the middle of the street: “Oh, 

you’re so good to my grandchild.” They respected me and I respected 

them. If I asked them to come to my classroom, they have come many 

times. They know that I value them. It has been a reciprocation of respect 

and a reciprocation of knowledge. They shared knowledge with 

my children, and I shared knowledge with their children (Non-

Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

The fourth teacher explains:  

At home, it was pretty easy, because almost always the families 

supported the school—or me. It was a one-teacher-school, so the same 

thing. It was easy. It was straightforward. Here, it’s pretty messy. 

Probably the best supports here would be the students because they’re 

just really nice and they’re friendly and they share openly. It’s a nice 
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comfortable place. And the parents. I haven’t had to talk to a lot of 

parents yet about behavior stuff, but when I do it’s supportive. Parent-

teacher nights are awesome, and the parents are supportive. That’s all 

I’ve accessed here so far. I assume if I stay here long enough, it will be 

easy again (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

The teacher from the East Coast who I interviewed one-on-one remembers her experiences:  

I was very fortunate in my first year of teaching. I taught grade 8. There 

were two grade 8 teachers. My team teacher had moved to the 

community from Prince Albert, I think 30 years before. She married a 

man there. She had her children there. She had learned the language. She 

was an excellent support.   

For my first year, she did a lot of guiding in helping me understand what 

it means when one of my grade eight boys came in one day and said, 

‘Yeah, Miss, I’m a $5 Indian.’ I was just sort of floored because in the 

East the term Indian is faux pas. It’s considered derogatory. It’s not 

something that’s used, and, two, attaching a monetary value to someone. 

I was really confused. I went to her and said it and she just laughed 

and laughed. So, she explained to me about treaties and Treaty Day and 

those sorts of things. At the time, I was just so taken aback, I didn’t know 

what to do. There were lots of little instances like that where I could go 

to her specifically and she helped me navigate through that year . . . 

Teaching resources in Dene are few and far between, because the 

language is very much spoken and there’s a lot of different dialects. The 

closest neighbouring communities are far north or Northwest Territories. 

The students and community felt isolated within our school division, so a 

lot of it was done in-house. [We had] the Treaty Kit, which we had a 

Treaty Catalyst teacher in the building (Non-Indigenous Teachers 

Talking Circle June 27, 2017).   

People are the most important supports referenced. The non-Indigenous teachers who participated in this 

study have made long-term commitments to the provincial North. A willingness to learn and ask for help 

has enabled these teachers to grow in their knowledge and help their students experience success. In a 

context where achievement is defined by the community, the measure of a teacher’s success is their 

students’ differentiated achievements.  
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Motivation to stay. 

They still regard me with such respect . . . They treated me like I was a queen, like I’ve never been treated 

so well by such young people. No one could have been spoiled as much as I was . . . I’m to the point that 

I’ve taught for so long, I’m actually on my third generation of kids now.  

(Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 27, 2017) 

It is important for newcomer teachers to ask themselves what kind of a commitment they are 

willing to make. We know a revolving door of new non-Indigenous teachers isn’t ideal for northern 

communities, especially in instances when teachers leave before their contracts are up and the division is 

left scrambling to replace them. But would it be worse if those teachers stayed, the ones who are 

desperately unhappy? Probably. Why do some go, and others stay? When talking to non-Indigenous 

teachers, I have wanted to know what motivates them to commit long-term.  

The first non-Indigenous teacher who has shared during our talking circle has gone through many 

changes in her working life while living in the North:  

My changes have been driven by the needs of the students and my efforts 

to meet them. I grew up in a small town, so I was comfortable in a small 

town. I’m not a big fan of cities, although they have some wonderful 

things, like theatres and stuff. I don’t like rush hour in La Ronge, so 

when I’m in the city, it’s even worse.   

It’s beautiful here. I love the bedrock that rises out of the ground. I love 

the trees and the water even though I’m not really a big camper. I love 

being in the area. It’s become very comfortable for me in a lot of ways, 

although I do create changes for myself every few years. I’ve been really 

lucky with working with some wonderful staff members in the school. 

I’ve enjoyed the students I’ve been working with. Because it tends to be 

a small group that I’m with for several years, that creates its own unique 

situation. I’ve moved my mom up here so that helps. Now that my mom 

is here, my sister comes and visits (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking 

Circle June 14, 2017).  

The second teacher has guided three generations of students through their learning:  

My motivation to stay in northern Saskatchewan: 1) I did not want to go 

back to Prince George, BC, as a slave in my daddy’s restaurant; 2) I did 

not want to go back to Vancouver and marry my fiancé that was there, so 

I hid out and stayed over here and broke up with him; 3) and my most 
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important, my first batch of kids in Sandy Bay [lists names]. They still 

see me nowadays and those were my first babies. They were 12 and 18 

and now they’re 52, and [pause], they’re old now. They still regard me 

with such respect. I remember when I was first there and they went off to 

university, some of them, and I had never been to Saskatoon. They 

treated me like I was a queen, like I’ve never been treated so well by 

such young people. No one could have been spoiled as much as I was. 

Ever since, I’ve had other batches of kids and still that first batch was the 

best, but the other batches are really, really close.   

I’m to the point that I’ve taught for so long, I’m actually on my third 

generation of kids now. I’m teaching some of the grandchildren of the 

kids that I taught a long time ago . . . I’m still loving the North and I’ve 

been motivated by the kindness of all the people here, particularly my 

students and staff members are extremely lovable, too. I am blessed 

(Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

The third teacher moved here from the northernmost school in our division where he had been teaching 

for decades:  

I am not sure. I’ll just say a whole bunch of stuff. We just moved here 

last summer. We had a choice of moving anywhere. Teachers can go 

anywhere. We decided to stay in ‘kinda’ northern Saskatchewan, mostly 

because it was kind of like home. We were hoping to get the same sense 

of community at home that we had, here. We just didn’t think that would 

happen in other places (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 

14, 2017).  

The non-Indigenous teacher who moved from the East Coast describes her decision to live in the North as 

being the best fit for her family:  

Initially, we did the one year and at the end of that year we went, ‘Well, 

why would we leave?’ Then, two years turned into, basically, there was 

just always so much to do. There were lots of challenges but good 

challenges. It seemed there was so much room for growth for myself 

personally, but also for the students that I was teaching, that we had so 

much to share with each other and teach each other, that it just seemed 

like a good fit.   

That’s how one year turned into six years in La Loche. And then the only 

real reason that we left La Loche was because we had a child of our own. 

And all of the sudden being seven hours from Saskatoon became like ten 

hours when you’re driving with a baby. And all of the sudden we 

actually needed to leave to do things, to go to appointments and get 

supplies and those sorts of things. The long-distance lifestyle was not 

really conducive to having an infant . . . The only reason we really 

thought that we would be leaving the North since we got here was to be 

closer to family. Just like my students never want to leave home, it’s the 
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same deal. You want to be around the people that you love and you grew 

up with and those sorts of things.   

We thought possibly about closer to my sister [in Alberta] but then we’re 

pretty close still being in Saskatchewan. But then we looked at southern 

Saskatchewan and just didn’t like it. I struggle with that because I don’t 

want to offend anyone, but the farming atmosphere is not for us. We 

grew up on the ocean. We lived on islands our whole lives. We like 

being close to the water, the land, there being trees and forest and those 

types of things for our own wellbeing. The other thing is the welcoming 

atmosphere of the North and the resilience of the North, and, frankly, the 

acceptance of the North.   

This province and the West, in general, I don’t know how to put it 

without sounding rude, I find to be bigoted. There’s a lot of racism. 

There’s a lot of systemic racism. There’s a lot of social issues that don’t 

align with my personal values, particularly in southern Saskatchewan and 

central-to southern Saskatchewan, that just aren’t issues in the North. 

When we lived in La Loche, I had many openly gay students, bisexual 

students, transgendered students and they were all accepted. They were 

free to be who they were in the community. They were free to be who 

they were in the school. There was support for them.   

I was piloting the 20-level Health Science a couple years back and we 

were sitting in our groups. It was teachers from all over the province. 

They were talking about some of the more taboo issues in curriculum and 

the opinions that were coming out of my professional colleagues, I was 

floored. I couldn’t get over it. All I could think of was, that’s okay where 

you are? Because that’s not okay for me. I’m not comfortable sitting with 

some of these people.   

That’s when I started to realize that if we were going to be in the West, 

we were going to be in northern Saskatchewan. There wasn’t really 

another place that fit who we were and fit who we wanted our child to 

grow up to be. As much as the North has a bad reputation, I strongly feel 

that that’s because there’s a lot of preconceived notions from people in 

the South and I think that’s largely based around Aboriginal populations . 

. . People don’t come up and they don’t see what’s in the North. The 

good doesn’t get published . . . You can’t believe everything you see, and 

read, and hear, because they had no concept of what it was like for our 

students or our community. It was a beautiful place to live. We spent 

seven years there and I have absolutely no regrets about that. We met 

wonderful people. I had wonderful experiences. I had some not so great 

experiences too, but that’s everywhere (Non-Indigenous Teacher 

Interview June 27, 2017).   

Maybe there are certain qualities or dispositions school divisions can look for when recruiting 

teachers to work in the North. Perhaps there’s more information employers can provide that will help 

teachers make an informed decision based on what’s realistic for each community, not idealized. Why not 
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offer an information package created by each community when scheduling the phone interview and 

ensure the teacher has enough time to review it prior to the interview? If an applicant is hired and accepts 

the position, a community-based orientation for new teachers—sharing Indigenous sources and domains 

of knowledge—could help them with relationship-building from the outset, with locals and the land. 
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Chapter 4 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This chapter links the data presented by participants to recent and relevant research. Here, I have 

the opportunity to interpret the long quotations which have captured Elders’ voices in the previous 

chapter. According to Archibald (2008), stories are not just ‘texts,’ and she navigates the contradiction in 

academia which values analysis and explicitness by respectfully placing First Nations stories within the 

academic and educational milieu. My hope is that by including long quotations, I have both honoured the 

storytellers and provided readers with the opportunity to engage in a personal process of meaning making, 

as they experience stories, rather than small selections of text.  

First Nations and Métis Elders and teachers have been asked how non-Indigenous teachers can 

support the wellbeing and achievement of Indigenous students. They recognize the interconnectedness of 

wellbeing and achievement. Non-Indigenous teachers who have made a commitment of at least five years 

to the provincial North have been asked about their motivations for moving, how their pre-service teacher 

training has prepared them to incorporate Indigenous perspectives and content into their instruction, about 

the kinds of place- and culture-based supports they have accessed during their careers, and why they have 

chosen to make long-term commitments to the community. By using the grounded theory method of data 

analysis—chosen because it respects the integrity of the data in its initial formulation and a need to 

analyze and interpret the data (Charmers, 2006; Punch, 2005; St. Denis, 2010; Wellington, 2000)—

converging and diverging themes and subthemes have been identified. The organization of themes and 

subthemes are designed to help walk non-Indigenous teachers through a process of learning and reflection 

that equips them to take actions that support student wellbeing, and, in turn, lead to student achievement.  

In the discussion, the Elders and Métis and First Nations teachers’ participant groups have been 

presented first, together, because they have been asked the same questions and many identified themes 

converge. The themes and subthemes for these participant groups are the same as the previous chapter: 

Prerequisite Learning and Reflection for Non-Indigenous Teachers, Student Wellbeing, and Student 
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Achievement. The non-Indigenous teachers’ participant group has been presented second 

and independently, because the non-Indigenous teachers were asked different questions and their themes 

and subthemes diverge from the other participant groups: Prerequisite Learning and Reflection of Non-

Indigenous Teachers, Teacher Wellbeing, and Teacher Achievement.   

Participant Groups 1 and 2: First Nations and Métis Elders and Teachers 

Theme 1: Prerequisite Learning and Reflection for Non-Indigenous Teachers  

Worldview. 

Elders. The worldview subtheme converges between Elders and Métis and First Nations teachers. 

A Woodland Cree Elder uses the term ‘parallel stories’ to help me understand how Indigenous and non-

Indigenous worldviews differ: 

There are stories and there’s parallel stories . . . I know nothing 

absolutely and neither does anyone else on the planet. I have a 

perspective of my place in the world and the universe. I have no right to 

preach because I don’t know what’s true. I can listen to whatever 

anybody else says and take it in if it sounds real and if it makes sense. I 

can take it in, but nothing’s true. Everything is story. Everything is a 

story including the universe . . . Each of your kids, as you take them out 

to experience the world are going to experience it different, something 

new, something different. And it’s true. Even if it wasn’t your experience 

or your perspective. Parallel truths: two things can be true at the same 

time (Elder Interview June 6, 2017).  

In Chilisa’s exploration of post-colonial research methodologies, she demonstrates that a “paradigm 

implies a methodological approach with a philosophical base that informs assumptions about perceptions 

of reality, what counts as knowledge and ways of knowing and values” (2012). The Elder seems to 

suggest that we can know everything and nothing about our experiences, all at the same time, but none of 

it is true. Both Chilisa and the Elder interrogate reality—unpacking relational ontology and 

epistemology—learning about knowledge and its keepers, everyone and no one. Their inquiries inspire 

me to continue dismantling my indoctrinated concept of the knowledge Euro-Western systems assume 
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and the hierarchal power with which they subvert. Laenui (2000) outlines five phases in the process of 

decolonization: (1) rediscovery and recovery, (2) mourning, (3) dreaming, (4) commitment, and (5) 

action. In rediscovery and recovery, she suggests that the colonized can rediscover and recover their own 

history, culture, language, and identity, and define what is real to them. It is important for non-Indigenous 

teachers to engage in decolonizing processes in an effort to better understand the differences between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous worldviews. 

Indigenous teachers. During the First Nations and Métis teachers’ talking circle, a teacher 

explains: “One of the things that I really think about wellbeing is for non-Indigenous teachers to realize 

there is more than one way to view the world. There is more than one reality” (First Nations and Métis 

Teachers Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Indigenous knowledge shapes worldview, simultaneously guiding 

learning and defining values. Non-Indigenous teachers need to recognize that “value systems are going to 

be different” (First Nations and Métis Teachers Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Exploring ontology, 

epistemology, and axiology—the nature of reality, knowledge, and values (Chilisa, 2000)—through a 

decolonizing lens, centers the importance of describing Indigenous knowledge for non-Indigenous 

teachers who hope to better-serve their students.  

Adrian Grenier (1998) characterizes Indigenous knowledge: (1) Indigenous knowledge is 

accumulative and represents generations of experiences, careful observations, and trial and error 

experiments. (2) It is dynamic, with new knowledge continuously added and external knowledge adapted 

to suit local situations. (3) All members of the community, that is, Elders, women, men, and children, 

have Indigenous knowledge. (4) The quantity and quality of Indigenous knowledge that an individual 

possesses will vary according to age, gender, socioeconomic status, daily experiences, roles and 

responsibilities in the home and the community, and so on. (5) Indigenous knowledge is stored in 

people’s memories and activities and is expressed in stories, songs, folklore, proverbs, dances, myths, 

cultural values, beliefs, rituals, cultural community, laws, local language, artifacts, forms of 

communication, and organization. (6) Indigenous knowledge is shared and communicated orally and by 

specific example and through cultural practices such as dance and rituals. Acknowledging that Indigenous 
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and non-Indigenous worldviews are different can position educators who are open to learning to realize 

the value of including Indigenous teachings in school that will benefit the wellbeing of all students, as 

they are celebrated for their unique abilities:    

Indigenous teachings provide that every child, whether Aboriginal or not, 

is unique in his or her learning capacities, learning styles, and knowledge 

bases. Knowledge is not what some possess and others do not; it is a 

resourceful capacity of being that creates the context and texture of life. 

Thus, knowledge is not a commodity that can be possessed or controlled 

by educational institutions, but is a living process to be absorbed and 

understood (Battiste, 2002, p. 15).   

Elders and First Nations and Métis teachers recognize that non-Indigenous teachers need to learn that 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous worldviews are different prior to teaching students in the North. Morcom 

and Freeman (2018) state true reconciliation requires us all to engage Indigenous philosophies on ethical 

intercultural interactions, and strive to create meaningful, deep societal change where Indigenous and 

western perspectives are treated with the same consideration” (p. 810).  

Historical context. 

Elders. Elders provide an in-depth exploration of the historical context of northern Saskatchewan. 

Elders use story to communicate the importance of non-Indigenous teachers learning the history of the 

territory. This subtheme diverges—to some degree—with what Métis and First Nations teachers have 

discussed. While the Elders provide specific accounts of events, the teachers’ responses build upon those 

accounts, focusing on how the history, in general, has led to systemic racism in education and what we 

can do about it.  

A Woodland Cree Elder takes us back to when the Churchill River was the first point of contact 

between the nihithowuk of this territory and missionaries. He speaks of the eradication and vilification of 

Cree spirituality and ceremonies, the import of Christianity, and how “the [Anglican] church has had its 

thumb over this community ever since and controlled it,” even causing divisiveness amongst the Cree 

(Elder Interview June 6, 2017). He highlights how the nihithowuk of Treaty Six are still connected to the 

land and know it well but acknowledges that his generation is the last to have grown up on the trapline. 
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He speaks of the origins of the brand-new demise we witness – harm that was caused by non-Indigenous 

miners, pilots, tourists, and their liquor, who began preying on Aboriginal women: “you want to destroy 

people, you destroy the women first,” he says (Elder Interview June 6, 2017). Examples of government 

betrayal include the dispensing of community assets and the unconscionable extraction of natural 

resources, most notably timber. He connects the roots of settler-contact in this territory to the current 

reality that “bit by bit [Indigenous peoples] fall into this world” through religious control and 

government-imposed dependence (Elder Interview June 6, 2017)  

Today, there seems to be a conversation taking place among those who want to preserve the 

beliefs of the Lac La Ronge region, while trying to help young people thrive by learning their culture. 

Everyone wants to see young people succeed. The beliefs of the area predate contact, but colonizers 

undermined and prohibited cultural practices. Elders are the authority, determining the fidelity 

of nihithowuk sources and domains of knowledge. Without consensus between communities over what 

knowledge and ceremonies belong, navigating the revitalization of Woodland Cree culture appears to 

have been challenging. The influence of Anglican oppression, noted previously, and perceptions of pan-

Indigenous teachings confound the process.  

In learning about the past, present, and future of the Woodland Cree and Métis peoples of this 

territory, non-Indigenous teachers can also observe how the Lac La Ronge Indian Band is currently 

engaging interested youth and community members in meaningful cultural learning and experiences. 

They welcome everyone to frequent cultural gatherings and feasts, offering teachings from Elders and 

Traditional Knowledge Keepers. I have been told by young people who participate in ceremony, that if 

they ask, Elders will teach them anything they want to learn. Colonialism and residential schools 

disrupted the transmission of culture from generation-to-generation, creating a knowledge gap, and many 

community members have not grown up speaking Woodland Cree or engaging in ceremonies, for 

example. The Indigenous community aims to mend the consequences of government-sanctioned harm by 

increasing opportunities to safeguard youth from trauma with culture. Our perspective—as non-
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Indigenous people—of this animate place and its beautiful people should be informed by the past, present, 

and future. We need to learn the history of Treaty Six Territory.  

Systemic racism. 

Indigenous teachers. While the Elders in our study shared detailed accounts of the historical 

context of the country and territory, most teachers examined how that history has contributed to specific 

examples of systemic racism in education. These are related but diverging subthemes. A Métis teacher 

explains: “To support wellbeing, [teachers should] examine colonialism and the effects of colonialism” 

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Teachers need to identify systemic racism in 

education, not only as an historical occurrence, but a current practice. Requiring teacher candidates to 

learn anti-racist pedagogy should be a priority for all Canadian Faculties of Education: “To achieve 

equality, we must develop social justice-oriented teachers who can identify educational and financial 

inequality and have the capacity to advocate effectively for change” (Morcom & Freeman, 2018, p. 813).  

The history of the nihithowuk and Métis of Treaty Six Territory has been influenced by systemic 

racism for as long as settlers have claimed jurisdiction over the institutions of this land. The Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action report (2015) is necessary reading that outlines a way 

forward—actions Canadians can take that will contribute to restitution—after the harm that has been 

caused by various systems: child welfare, education, language and culture, health, and justice. Canadian 

public schools were not built for Indigenous kids, residential schools were: “Residential schools came 

because they thought they needed to fix us, to better us, and that’s not what the Treaties meant” (First 

Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). In “Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future” 

(2015), the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada describes the residential school system:  

Residential schools were created for the purpose of separating Aboriginal 

children from their families, in order to minimize and weaken family ties 

and cultural linkages, and to indoctrinate children into a new culture—

the culture of the legally dominant Euro-Christian Canadian society, led 

by Canada’s first prime minister, Sir John A. Macdonald. The schools 
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were in existence for well over 100 years, and many successive 

generations of children from the same communities and families endured 

the experience of them. That experience was hidden for most of 

Canada’s history, until Survivors of the system were finally able to find 

the strength, courage, and support to bring their experiences to light in 

several thousand court cases that ultimately led to the largest class-action 

lawsuit in Canada’s history . . . Children were abused, physically and 

sexually, and they died in the schools in numbers that would not have 

been tolerated in any school system anywhere in the country, or in the 

world (Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future, p. V).  

The All Saints residential school was opened by the Anglican Church in Lac La Ronge in 1906 and closed 

in 1947 (Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future, 2015, p. 367) due to a fire that was deliberately 

set by two twelve-year-old boys, according to the RCMP (“Canada’s Residential Schools: The History, 

Part 2 1939-2000,” 2015, p. 323). It was one of ten schools to burn down between 1940 and 1949. After 

the fire, students were transferred to Prince Albert to attend residential school. The school was 

temporarily housed for decades in an abandoned army camp, with one of the largest enrolments of any 

residential school (p. 306). The last residential school in Saskatchewan closed in 1996. They are an 

historic example of systemic racism, but their legacy lingers. Speaking Indigenous languages was 

prohibited and is just one example of loss. That legacy is evidenced, in part, by the decline of speakers of 

Indigenous languages. Morcom and Freeman (2018) address the role government and the education 

system can play in reconciling this loss: “Legislation must also be developed to advance the teaching and 

propagation of Indigenous languages, to enable parental engagement in Indigenous education, and to 

respect and honour treaty relationships” (p. 812).  

One of the First Nations teachers acknowledges the harm caused by the education system and that 

non-Indigenous teachers need to play a role in using education for reconciliation: “It’s our job to make 

sure we don’t repeat history and move forward. As Indigenous peoples, we can’t do it on our own. It’s a 

partnership when we talk about reconciliation” (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). In 

Chilisa’s (2012) book, Indigenous Research Methodologies, she invites readers to problematize a “captive 

or colonized mind” (p. 2). She describes colonization of the mind as the “process [that] occurs through the 

education system, where learners are taught in languages of the colonizers to reject their heritage and 
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embrace Euro-Western worldviews and lifestyles as the human norm” (Chilisa, 2012, p. 3). In “A Study 

of Aboriginal Teachers’ Professional Knowledge and Experience in Canadian Schools,” St. Denis (2010), 

explores the effects of the rejection of heritage and worldview, explaining the hierarchical categorization 

of knowledge and Indigenous teachers’ experiences of racism within Canadian schools:  

The often implicit hierarchy of school knowledge and subjects within a 

school system typically places a low valuation on Aboriginal subject 

matter, and this had negative implications on how others received both 

the Aboriginal teachers and the Aboriginal content and perspectives they 

taught in schools. Many Aboriginal teachers in the study still 

encountered attitudes and behaviours that suggested they do not belong 

in the profession, such as a questioning of their teacher education, 

qualifications or capabilities . . . Feeling that racism in education was 

typically denied, ignored and trivialized, Aboriginal teachers in this 

study described various ways in which they experienced racism. They 

reported a disregard for their qualifications and capabilities, and for 

Aboriginal content and perspectives; a lowering of expectations of 

Aboriginal students; and a discounting of the effects of colonization and 

oppression on Aboriginal people. Institutional responses to racism were 

often seen as inadequate leaving the burden for addressing racism on 

Aboriginal teachers (p. 10).  

As St. Denis demonstrates in the above quotation, Indigenous teachers are not the only ones to 

experience the effects of systemic racism in Canadian schools. Students do, too. A First Nations 

teacher explains: “I taught a program that consisted of 98% of Aboriginal kids in that transition program. 

It should have never been that way because realistically it should reflect our numbers in our school” (First 

Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). The transition program was available to students who 

required modified outcomes. 98% of the students were Aboriginal, when it should have been closer 

to 70%, if the demographic of the school was reflected. This is an example of deficit thinking – the belief 

that Aboriginal students are not capable. It goes back to both Chilisa’s and St. Denis’ points about 

Indigenous knowledge being excluded and undermined. Indigenous students are overrepresented in 

special education programs in Canadian schools, more so than any other minority group (Greflund et al., 

2014). Non-Indigenous teachers who are not familiar with Indigenous cultures can misunderstand cultural 

characteristics—like being less verbal and competitive, or reduced eye contact—as a need for 

intervention (Garcia & Malkin, 1993; Gritzmacher & Gritzmacher, 2010). Moreover, Indigenous students 
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who do not show signs of having a learning disability or cognitive delay are referred to special education 

programs for behavioural issues (Greflund et al., 2014). For those who need academic support, culturally 

responsive pedagogy sees limited use in special education programming, and some Indigenous 

students do not respond to intervention (Gritzmacher & Gritzmacher, 2010). Disproportionate placements 

of Indigenous students in special education could be mitigated by non-Indigenous teachers increasing 

their cultural awareness and receiving community input when determining if a referral is necessary.   

Another example of Indigenous students experiencing systemic racism in northern Saskatchewan 

is the expectations placed on them to finish their high school requirements—for grades 10 to 12—in three 

years: “The school division tracks it” (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). The Ministry 

of Education saves money if students graduate after three years, instead of four or five. Some Indigenous 

students need more time. The three-year graduation rate data misrepresents Indigenous student 

achievement. Furthermore, a rigid timeline undermines First Nations and Métis interpretations of 

achievement, as explored later in this chapter.   

The first step toward change within the education system is recognizing harm caused. Our 

systems, comprised of people, must change. We, as people, must change. Our hands are not tied. 

Discriminatory rules and practices have been long protected by systemic barriers and unreasonable 

timelines for dizzying litigation processes championed as necessary by those with power, the modern-day, 

old-fashioned, ‘bourgeoisie.’ When the veiled goals are to uphold white supremacy, western 

patriarchy, and capitalism, the land—through extraction—and marginalized populations—through 

dislocation and extortion—are punished the most: ‘move to the reserve, or else,’ ‘allow us to take 

your children to residential school, or else,’ ‘speak English, or else,’ ‘remove resources from your 

traditional territory, or else.’ We cannot continue to hide racism behind the cloak of the system, holding 

our hands together so they’ll remain bound by frayed rope. Willful ignorance permits white 

privilege across sectors. In education, we can play a role as change-makers. People uphold systems, 

enforce the rules, perpetuate power imbalances, and can bring collective change: “individual 

reconciliation, guided by Indigenous teachings and done in love, is the only thing that will result in 
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systemic reconciliation” (Morcom & Freeman, 2018, p. 830). Together we must dismantle oppressive 

systems from within because we love our children and want the best for the next generation of young 

people.  

St. Denis (2010) makes several recommendations for teacher organizations and the broader 

educational community. One is especially pertinent in addressing systemic racism:   

Require for all teachers and teachers-in-training course work and/ or 

workshops in Aboriginal education including a focus on: contemporary 

Aboriginal issues; a critical perspective on the history of colonization; 

critical anti-racist education; and Aboriginal cultural knowledge, such as 

values, traditions and ceremonies. Faculties of Education, in their teacher 

training programs, Teacher Certification Boards in their setting of 

certification standards, and School Divisions in their on-going 

professional development workshops, could all implement such training 

or course work (p. 70).   

Identity. 

Elders. Identity is a converging subtheme for Elders and First Nations and Métis teachers. 

Listening to Elders’ stories helps us learn where students come from, their roots and relationships. The 

community’s Elders are known to young people as: Nimosom or Nohkom, maybe Chapan. They’ve likely 

heard them called: Nohtawiy or Nikawiy; Nisikos or Nitosis; Nohkomis or Nisis; Nistis, Nimis, or Nisimis. 

People are connected in many ways in small communities, by the numerous roles they fill. Identity is 

rooted in relationships with each other and the land. An Elder remembers: “[My mother] stopped and 

said, ‘My boy, you have to learn this. You have to learn how to trap. You have to learn how to fish. You 

have to learn how to make your living off the land in case anything ever happens to that other 

world’” (Elder Interview June 6, 2017). Experiences growing up on the trapline have been described as 

foundational to Elders’ identities.  

Stelmach (2008) explains the approach Elders take when nurturing students’ identities in a public 

school setting in northern Alberta: “First, you learn where you come from and to be proud of who you 

are, then you grab the instruments of white society and education” (2008, p. 8). Linda and Keith Goulet 
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(2014) of Cumberland House, Saskatchewan, link identity to culture and knowledge, regarding Elders as 

the embodiment of Indigenous knowledge with their life experiences, Cree language, stories, legends, 

traditions, and relationship to the land. Elders in our study recognize the large number of non-Indigenous 

teachers who relocate to northern Saskatchewan, noting that some are transient, and others make a 

lifelong commitment. They emphasize the importance of non-Indigenous teachers experiencing 

community life and building relationships. In so doing, Elders believe non-Indigenous teachers can learn 

to demonstrate cultural understanding and show respect for the identities of Indigenous students, staff, 

and community members (Elder Talking Circle February 6, 2018). Furthermore, when students see their 

Elders included in their learning—often kohkoms and kimosoms—it becomes clear that their identities 

matter.  

Indigenous Teachers. First Nations and Métis teachers discuss the importance of students’ 

identities being respected in schools. Stelmach et al. (2017) report students’ rightful criticisms of a 

complete absence of expression of Indigenous identities in some Saskatchewan schools. While 

Indigenous identities are represented in many northern schools with cultural teachings and community 

involvement, this was not always the case. Some Indigenous teachers in our study struggled with feeling 

like they couldn’t be themselves during their own school experiences. A First Nations teacher recalls: “In 

the ‘90s, I had to separate myself as school [me] and home [me]. I had to separate myself to find success 

in this building” (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). St. Denis (2007) attributes 

difficulty with identity and belonging in schools to the Indian Act and residential schools. She observes a 

paradoxical relationship between schools and Aboriginal cultures: “failure was attributed to Aboriginal 

students who arrived at school with too much culture, especially culture that was incongruent with 

dominant school culture. More recently, Aboriginal student failure is attributed to students who do not 

have enough culture, or who have lost their culture” (p. 1080). The word that comes to my mind: 

impossible – Indigenous peoples have been damned if they do and damned if they don’t in Canadian 

schools. The education system has approached Indigenous identities like they need to be controlled – 

from government-sanctioned assimilative tactics, to the solicitation of romanticized, homogenous 
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performances of—what Thomas King would describe as—the stuff of mental mythologies (King, 2012). 

Non-Indigenous teachers and education systems need to appreciate and accept Indigenous students for 

who they are. Despite the negative experiences some Indigenous teachers have had as students within 

Canada’s education system, St. Denis (2010) points out that Aboriginal identity has been an important 

factor for many in becoming teachers. They are committed to challenging negative stereotypes of 

Aboriginal people and feel they have unique experiences rooted in their Indigeneity that they can bring to 

the profession.  

Reflection. 

Indigenous Teachers. First Nations and Métis teachers are explicit in their requests for non-

Indigenous teachers to engage in meaningful reflection about their own positionality in relation to 

students, staff, and the community. This subtheme, reflection, diverges from what the Elders 

shared. When looking inward, Kumashiro (2000) explains: “Educators and students need to examine not 

only how some groups and identities are Othered, that is, marginalized, denigrated, violated in society, 

but also how some groups are favoured, normalized, privileged, as well as how this dual process is 

legitimized and maintained by the social structures of competing ideologies” (pp. 35-36). First Nations 

and Métis teachers in our study implore non-Indigenous teachers to: come for the right reasons; learn 

about Indigenous cultures and histories; avoid harmful mindsets, from deficit-thinking about Indigenous 

peoples, to white saviour complexes; embrace discomfort if it invites learning; and be proud of who they 

are (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Moreover, Stelmach et al. (2017) state: “there 

is an onus upon teachers to critically self-reflect and consider whether the teaching life is for them if they 

are consistently unhappy and exhibiting behaviours that can turn a student off learning” (p. 15).   

Non-Indigenous allies in education are described by Indigenous teachers in St. Denis’ (2010) 

study as genuine, honest, trustworthy, good listeners, positive, and open-minded (2010). Kaomea (2005) 

explains: “listen closely to our wisdom as well as our concerns, interrogate unearned power and privilege 
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(including one’s own), and use this privilege to confront oppression and ‘stand behind,’ so that 

[Indigenous voices] can be heard” (p. 40). Begin with prerequisite learning: understand the differences 

in worldviews, the historical context of the territory, systemic racism, and gain insight into the cultural 

identities of staff and students. From there, non-Indigenous teachers can be better prepared to engage in 

necessary reflection while teaching in the North. Each Indigenous teacher should ask themselves if they 

are an example of an ally, as defined by the Indigenous perspectives above. Everyone has room to grow.   

Theme 2: Student Wellbeing  

Learn from community. 

Elders. Elders emphasize wellbeing as necessary for student achievement in schools (Elder 

Interview June 17, 2017). Learning from community is an important way for non-Indigenous teachers to 

support student wellbeing. While this subtheme is interrelated to many others, it diverges from what First 

Nations and Métis teachers have discussed. Elders provide specific advice about how to engage with the 

community—Elders, students, and parents, in particular—in a positive way (Elder Talking Circle 

February 6, 2018). They try to bridge the gap in non-Indigenous teachers’ knowledge by encouraging 

them to participate in new learning and cultural experiences outside of school. By listening, non-

Indigenous teachers can build respectful and reciprocal relationships and be a part of nihithowuk social 

relations to grow in understanding their students (Wilson, 2008). Goulet and Goulet (2014) highlight the 

urgency of reclaiming Indigenous ways of knowing and securing knowledge that is endangered, through 

the gift of Elders’ stories. Non-Indigenous teachers can get to know Elders and learn the ways of the 

community by inviting them to share time and space with students. This supports students’ physical, 

emotional, spiritual, and mental wellbeing, while helping non-Indigenous teachers to learn through their 

relationships with community members.   
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Believing in students. 

Elders. This theme converges for Elders and Métis and First Nations teachers. Elders share the 

importance of encouraging students, because many have low self-esteem. By helping them see their 

strengths and that they can achieve, Elders believe students can begin feeling good about who they are: 

“many have engrained experiences from how they were raised. Encourage them to see that who they are 

is good” (Elder Interview June 17, 2017). Teachers who have high expectations, recognize students’ gifts, 

and encourage them to showcase their talents have some insight into who they are as individuals. Students 

notice.   

Indigenous Teachers. First Nations and Métis teachers in our study echo Elders’ sentiments 

about the impact of believing in students: “give them absolute assurance that we believe they can do this – 

absolute, no doubt” (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). According to the Indigenous 

teachers, showing a commitment to the community (even if some experiences are negative), meeting 

Indigenous students where they are at, and believing in them, will help foster relationships from which 

self-belief can occur. This creates the conditions for students to rise up to high expectations if their 

strengths are considered so they can demonstrate their knowledge (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle 

June 7, 2017). Stelmach et al. (2017) share what they have learned from students: teachers who take a 

personal interest in students and show they care are teachers who students can trust; and 

teachers who show they have high expectations for their students—without blaming or shaming—

also help students feel cared about. Believing in students means being committed to their wellbeing.  

Respect. 

Elders. Elders and First Nations and Métis teachers both share the importance of the converging 

subtheme, respect. Elders emphasize the ethical necessity of respecting students’ cultures. First, non-

Indigenous teachers need to acknowledge that Indigenous sources and domains of knowledge are 
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different and learn what respect looks like within the local context. For example, non-Indigenous teachers 

should not problematize instances when students’ cultural values and family obligations are their first 

priority, even if those can result in missed time at school (Elder Interview June 17, 2017). The community 

knows what is best for their children. Non-Indigenous teachers—who tend to outnumber Indigenous 

teachers in provincial schools—need to avoid recreating the rigid structures of their own educational 

experiences. They should “reflect on both the importance of drawing attention to and supporting 

Indigenous narratives and goals, and the importance of ‘taking a back’ seat to ensure that Indigenous 

voices are heard directly, and Indigenous leadership is exercised” (Morcom & Freeman, 2018, p. 822). 

Wilson (2008) also attributes the formation of respectful and reciprocal relationships to the act of 

listening.  

Indigenous Teachers. Métis and First Nations teachers feel non-Indigenous teachers need to 

understand that for Indigenous peoples, there is a reciprocity to respect: “traditionally, you get respect 

when you give respect” (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). St. Denis (2010) 

acknowledges that participants in her study are aware that some students have not yet learned the value of 

respect; nonetheless, educators emphasize the importance of teaching and learning respect. Métis and 

First Nations teachers in our study also want non-Indigenous teachers to show students respect: value 

their knowledge; recognize they are often showing up despite hardships; apologize when mistakes are 

made; and respond to their cultures in a positive way (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 

2017). Toulouse (2008) views the integration of Indigenous teaching values through the lens of the 

“living teachings” of the Ojibwe, one being respect, “[have] high expectations for the Indigenous student 

and honour their culture, language and worldview in our schools” (p. 2). Stelmach et al. (2017) explore 

how harmful assumptions about students’ cultures can negatively influence their relationships with their 

cultures. Students in the study argue for teachers to “Teach us to respect the culture; teach us how to talk 

so we could help our family with that” (p. 12). Non-Indigenous teachers can improve student wellbeing 

by showing respect for and supporting Indigenous people (St. Denis, 2010).  
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Relationships. 

Elders. This subtheme converges: First Nations and Métis Elders and teachers recognize that 

relationships are at the core of teachers’ work with students. Elders recommend that teachers keep an 

open door—listen, support, and create a sense of safety—to build trust. They remind teachers to 

sometimes expect bizarre behaviour, but not to be deterred (Elder Talking Circle February 6, 2018). 

Elders also see the value in getting to know students outside of the classroom, referencing extra-curricular 

activities (Elder Interview June 17, 2017). A Woodland Cree Elder sums it up, instructing non-Indigenous 

teachers to “give a shit” (Elder Interview June 6, 2017), not to equate ‘professionalism’ with emotional 

detachment. I think most teachers, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, care. However, the ways in which the 

two groups show care may differ. In this regard, perhaps post-secondary institutions and ministries of 

education have traditionally played a role in trying to standardize interactions, placing academics before 

relationships, when grades are indicative of how student achievement is communicated. Now, I think they 

are identifying that relationships are the access-point to stronger academic success. Nonetheless, if 

we follow the script too closely, we may risk missing the beauty of exploring learning together, where we 

are equal parts student and teacher; these interchangeable roles can remind students of their gifts and 

encourage our humility. Additionally, if students can see themselves reflected in the curricula, they will 

build a stronger connection with ‘formal’ learning. For example, in the language arts curriculum, as 

teachers we are less apt to nourish a love of learning when we bury ourselves in the western literary 

canon we are expected to rush through by the defenders of all things ‘classic.’ Privileging Indigenous 

authors, from all over the world, is just one way to invite students to love literature, appreciate diversity 

and to demonstrate that the so-called ‘classics’ are not superior to the sophistication of Indigenous works. 

Teachers can also nurture relationships by making time for cultural gatherings, clubs, sports, heart-to-

hearts, class trips, gentle reminders, second (and third) chances, praise, and celebration. Sometimes it 

takes confidence, as teachers, to stop worrying about the mandate of the day—of the hour—so you have 

time to deeply care about students.   
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Indigenous Teachers. First Nations and Métis teachers share similar beliefs as the Elders when it 

comes to student-teacher relationships: get to know students; listen to them; realize that those who are 

challenging often need relationships the most; and give them as many chances as they need to succeed” 

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Many schools in Saskatchewan have 

spent recent years participating in culturally relevant pedagogy rooted in relationships. Following Their 

Voices is designed to provide “Education that promotes accelerated learning for First Nations, Métis and 

Inuit students where learning is joyful, culture is affirmed and students are given real choice for their 

future” (Bulgar, 2020). Currently 26 provincial 13 First Nations schools are participating (“Participation 

Stats,” 2020).   

Bonnie Stelmach, Margaret Kovach, and Larry Steeves (2017) conducted a study in 

Saskatchewan that involved six provincially funded schools and one band school answering a call to 

listen to Aboriginal students. Researches asked students what teachers do (or don’t do) that makes them 

want to go to school, in an effort to address the achievement disparity between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous students (Stelmach et al., 2017). Relationships are the backdrop to good teaching. 

Relationality has been described by students in the study as the central aspect of keeping Indigenous 

students in school, in particular, “teachers who they could relate to as part of a larger kith and kin 

network: teachers [who are] like an aunty or uncle” (Stelmach et al., 2017, p. 14).   

Hopefully FTV has played a role in fostering relationships that are more inclusive for Indigenous 

students and staff. Indigenous teachers who participated in St. Denis’ (2010) study of Aboriginal teachers’ 

professional knowledge and experiences note that the profession is challenging, but their relationships 

with students and the impact they have seen they can have on these students motivates and reassures 

many teachers that they are in the right profession (p. 28). Beijaard et al. (2004) view relationality and 

professionalism as intrinsically connected, stating: “what counts as ‘professional,’ then is related to the 

way in which teachers relate to other people (students, colleagues, parents) and the responsibilities, 

attitudes, and behaviours they adopt as well as the knowledge they use which are, more or less, outside 

themselves” (p. 125). Relationships are foundational to staff and student wellbeing.  
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Theme 3: Student Achievement  

Define achievement. 

Indigenous teachers. While both Indigenous Elders and teachers recognize that many factors 

contribute to student achievement, it is the teachers who have focused on establishing a local definition of 

achievement. This is a diverging subtheme. Views of achievement by Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

teachers are acknowledged as different (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Throughout 

their daily interactions within the provincial school system, Indigenous teachers may be better positioned 

to see how a ministry-determined, standardized definition of achievement, largely informed by dominant 

culture, contributes to systemic racism. Student success has been dependent upon achievement according 

to standards designed by settlers in an education system built for settlers. Most ‘progress’ has still been 

exclusionary, when the pillars of the system—derived from western sources and domains of knowledge—

pervade. Indigenous teachers point out an over-emphasis on academic achievement. According to an 

Indigenous worldview, achievement should be perceived through a holistic lens based on the premise that 

it “looks differently depending on how people are willing to allow people to achieve” (First Nations and 

Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017).   

Pamela Toulouse (2008) explores the relationship between student self-esteem and achievement. 

By contextualizing the relationship between achievement and the living teachings—respect, love, bravery, 

wisdom, humility, honesty, and truth—she simultaneously honours Ojibwe worldview and demonstrates 

how multifaceted the definition of achievement can be if teachers are willing to Indigenize their practice 

(Toulouse, 2008, p. 2). First Nations and Métis teachers in our study also recognize the holistic nature of 

achievement, that it is unique for each individual, and that “everyone has a time to learn” (First Nations 

and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Kanu (2006) affirms the position that Indigenous student 

achievement, from a western perspective, is also incumbent upon Indigenized curricula, by comparing the 

outcomes of a class with Indigenized lessons to a class without them. Before non-Indigenous teachers 
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measure students’ achievement, they should first self-assess: have they defined achievement according to 

the Indigenous community’s interpretation? For non-Indigenous teachers to make this shift, it is important 

that school divisions stop ignoring the ethical and emotional nature of their work when assessing teacher 

quality: teacher morale is an important factor in effective teaching that is “marginalized in an educational 

climate that defines success in terms of test scores” (O’Connor, 2008). In short, if both teachers’ and 

students’ achievements are measured by students’ test scores, achievement is understated. When 

achievement is viewed holistically, success has meaning.   

Communication. 

Indigenous teachers. Communication is a diverging subtheme. The Métis and First Nations 

teachers express the importance of transparency: be explicit in showing students how to achieve. A Métis 

teacher asserts, “I think we give students the wrong impression that they’re not achieving when they are” 

(First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Empower students to realize their gifts, monitor 

their success, and set goals to meet their potential. The FTV initiative in Saskatchewan promotes clear 

communication with students. As teachers follow students’ voices to foster strong relationships, the hope 

is their communication and interactions with students will promote success. Teachers are encouraged to 

focus on their interactions with students, in particular, through activating prior knowledge; feedback and 

feedforward conversations; co-construction; and active listening. I am going to focus on feedback, 

feedforward and co-construction (“A Developmental Journey,” n.d.):   

(1) Feedback and feedforward: actively engaging in frequent and specific 

feedback academic conversations that promote enhanced understanding 

and mastery of learning outcomes; actively engaging in frequent and 

specific feedforward academic conversations, related to learning 

outcomes, to support students in understanding strengths and areas for 

improvement; and asking insightful and relevant feedforward academic 

questions to provide clarity as a means of deepening and broadening 

student thinking; (2) Co-construction: focusing on individual student 

interests and needs as a foundation for co-constructing the learning 

process; and purposefully planning for and taking advantage of 

opportunities to ask students for their individual perspective and opinions 
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on situations, problems, or activities (“A Developmental Journey,” 

n.d.).   

Teachers are provided specific strategies for improving communication, to help Indigenous 

students understand how they can be successful in their learning. First Nations and Métis teachers 

recognize that non-Indigenous teachers need to communicate more transparently about what achievement 

looks like for Indigenous students (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Hopefully with 

the inclusion of FTV, students are improving their understanding of what is expected of them and are 

being recognized for their varied achievements.  

Barriers to achievement. 

Elders. This is a converging subtheme. First Nations and Métis Elders and teachers understand 

that Indigenous student achievement is dependent upon the reduction of barriers that contribute to 

inequities among Indigenous and non-Indigenous students. The hurt some students experience due to 

socio-economic, lifestyle, and family challenges acts as an obstacle to their achievement according to 

western standards (Elder Interview June 17, 2017). The community does a better job of breaking down 

these barriers for younger students by showing love and support – this can look like mosom or chapan 

bringing them to school, providing readily available nourishment, encouraging participation in 

extracurricular activities, and verbal expressions of love and affection (Elder Talking Circle February 6, 

2018). As students get older, the “love is there, [but] for older students, it’s not as obvious” – students 

start splintering and feeling alone; high school students who are in the hallways or dropping out don’t feel 

like they can succeed (Elder Talking Circle February 6, 2018).   

Elders acknowledge that non-Indigenous teachers try hard to support student achievement, from 

compassion to threats, but they often have not experienced the kinds of things some students are dealing 

with. They suggest breaking down barriers to achievement with flexibility (including final exams), 

suggesting counselling when appropriate, and by sharing humour and universal values (Elder Interview 



 

99 

 

June 17, 2017). Stelmach (2008) depicts the role of Elders in education as cultural guardians, serving 

students as a cultural bridge between Indigenous and non-Indigenous life worlds. Two of the Elders in our 

study work in a high school setting. They support students with their generosity; this can look like 

offering food, tea, a listening ear, advice, encouragement, or a safe space. With Elders’ intimate 

knowledge of the community and its youth, and the teachings they carry, Elders are uniquely positioned 

to support students in breaking down the various barriers that can interfere with their achievement. Elders 

and parents in Stelmach’s (2008) study point out that another way to overcome obstacles and to help 

students experience academic achievement, is to include Indigenous histories in curricula and pedagogical 

approaches.  

Indigenous teachers. Indigenous teachers, like Elders, recognize that focusing on academics 

alone can challenge students. They believe in increasing confidence by celebrating the achievements of 

each individual student, meeting them where they are at (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 

2017). St. Denis (2010), also states the importance of inspiring First Nations learners to become 

“confident members of society; to encourage hope for a good future; to foster pride in who they are, not 

only as First Nations people but also as part of the larger picture, knocking down barriers to oppressions 

and becoming globally aware” (p. 26). They may face a variety of challenges, ranging from overcrowded 

homes, challenging family circumstances, mixed feelings about graduation if they are the first in their 

family, and difficulty being themselves within an education system that has a broken relationship with 

Indigenous families (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Supports can include strong 

relationships, shared humour, and directing students to those who may be able to help them, like Elders or 

counsellors (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle, 2017).   

Resources. 

Elders. Accessing appropriate resources is a converging subtheme for Elders and First Nations 

and Métis teachers. Elders share writing strategies for teachers; Indigenous teachers’ suggestions have a 
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broad scope. Elders encourage the therapeutic process of writing—from journals to stories that can be 

read, published, or discarded—to help process and heal from trauma (Elder Interview June 6, 2017; Elder 

Interview June 17, 2017). Madden (2014) also looks at how English Language Arts can be an opportunity 

to model culturally responsive pedagogy. A participant in her study describes the inclusion of adolescent 

literature for students that feature Indigenous protagonists who have similar life experiences as some 

students, noting that they benefit from seeing themselves and their communities reflected in teaching 

materials. It is easier for them to relate the literature to their own lives and experiences (Madden, 2014).   

Indigenous teachers. Indigenous teachers feel it is imperative that all teachers are aware of the 

resources they use to teach (First Nations and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). Student achievement is 

linked to the kinds of resources teachers include in their instruction. When people think of teaching 

resources, they may consider websites, textbooks, and the latest technological gadgets, but Indigenous 

education is more than that. It’s also the places, people (e.g., students, Elders, Traditional Knowledge 

Keepers, and community members), ceremonies, languages, stories, beliefs, teachings, food, local 

technologies (e.g., traps, nets, birch bark, beads, hides, hand games), and more, that can bring learning to 

life. The Indigenous teachers in our study want non-Indigenous teachers to value students’ knowledge, 

avoid the presentation of stereotypes, learn to discern between truth and fiction (even if it’s written in a 

textbook), and allow students to see themselves reflected in the curricula in a positive way (First Nations 

and Métis Talking Circle June 7, 2017). St. Denis (2010) notes that the Aboriginal teachers in her study 

suggest that there is still a lot more that can be done to ensure that Aboriginal content and perspectives are 

being taught in a meaningful way to all students.   

Aboriginal content and perspectives must be taught every day and must 

include all students in all subject areas, all the while being offered in a 

safe and positive learning environment . . . Aboriginal content and 

perspectives gives everyone a chance to be heard, while at the same time 

it gives Aboriginal students and teachers back their life . . . Aboriginal 

content must be meaningful and real, and must include the everyday 

local life of Aboriginal people. Their strategies for teaching Aboriginal 

content [are] varied, involving Elders, oral traditions and storytelling, 

Aboriginal languages, circle teachings, ceremonies, community 
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participation, land, and cultural camps. Participants [in her 

study] believed it was also important to provide critical perspectives on 

the history and colonization of Aboriginal people (St. Denis, 2010).  

Teachers have a responsibility to try to help students cultivate a lifelong relationship with formal learning 

that is positive by accessing appropriate resources from students’ sources and domains of knowledge. 

Land-based learning. 

Elders. “That which the trees exhale, I inhale. That which I exhale, the tree inhales” (Graveline, 

1998, p. 57). Land-based learning is a diverging subtheme for Elders that is inextricably linked to 

wellbeing and achievement. While the land could be interpreted as a teaching resource, it is more than 

that: the land is foundational to Indigenous identities and pedagogy. As such, it comprises its own 

subtheme and is positioned after resources, because the land is a crucial aspect of how teachers design 

their instruction, one that is too oft left out. Elders don’t expect non-Indigenous teachers who move from 

other places to come equipped with northern land-based knowledge, but they do encourage us to learn. An 

Elder explains: “If you can help [students] to live off the land and help them to reconnect with their land 

and at the same time, you can learn that land. As you’re learning, you’ll help them to learn . . . Learn to 

love the land and inspire kids to love the land in any way that they do” (Elder Interview June 6, 2017). 

Another Elder echoes the importance of the land to the nihithowuk way of life; she wants students to learn 

trapping, hunting and gathering, fishing, how to build shelters and preserve food, and crafting. She wants 

students to participate in Winter Festival, to grow gardens, and experience wonderful family times 

without alcohol or drugs, for that is the way it once was in Treaty Six Territory, and for many, it still is 

(Elder Interview June 17, 2017).   

Hansen (2018) shares Cree Elders’ perspectives on land-based education: “any model of 

decolonizing Indigenous land-based education should have a vision and objective for the future well-

being of Indigenous communities” (p. 78). The case study recognizes the significance of the land in 

developing improved relationships and reconciliation for Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians 
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through gentle teachings and stories that enable people to love the land. The Elders in Hansen’s study 

believe students can be supported with land-based learning that fosters their spiritual connection to the 

land and encourages their personal development with teachings and ceremonies (Hansen, 2018). Stelmach 

(2008) adds that traditional teachings on the land are also a way to encourage community involvement in 

students’ learning. Moreover, Goulet and Goulet (2014) regard Elders as the embodiment of Indigenous 

knowledge and ask non-Indigenous teachers to create opportunities for Elders to teach students about life 

on the land, transmitting knowledge to support their physical, emotional, spiritual, and mental wellbeing. 

By honouring Mother Earth as the foundation of Indigenous pedagogy and teaching students to find their 

confidence through their relationship with Her, as their ancestors did, students can achieve. One Elder in 

our study affirms that his ability to live off the land gave him the confidence to go to Harvard University 

(Elder Interview June 6, 2017).  

Morcom and Freeman (2018) also emphasize the importance of land-based learning:   

Approaches to Indigenizing the classroom include emphasizing holistic 

education over compartmentalized subjects, engaging talking circles, and 

using traditional arts, crafts, activities, and land-based learning to explore 

curriculum . . . We teach outside as much as possible, and we require 

assignments and class-based work where students can explore how to 

engage their various teachable subjects or preferred grade levels in land-

based learning (p. 820, 824).  

Elders model the reverence that is owed to the land, helping students and teachers to learn and practice 

deep respect. By also providing non-Indigenous teachers with practical ways to adapt their instruction to 

include land-based pedagogy, mutual benefits can be afforded to students whose cultural identities 

are affirmed and teachers who have the privilege of learning the land alongside students.  
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Participant Group 3: Non-Indigenous Teachers 

Theme 1: Pre-requisite Learning and Reflection of Non-Indigenous Teachers 

Arriving to teach with an open mind.  

It is important for non-Indigenous teachers to consider their motivations for relocating to northern 

Indigenous communities to teach as part of the process of looking inward, interrogating the 

intersectionality of their privilege, along with the assumptions and biases they carry. Prior to 

moving North, we need to assess how our unique perspectives and experiences can serve the communities 

we are invited to join and leave misinformation behind. I asked non-Indigenous teachers who have been 

teaching in the North for at least five years about their motivations for moving to northern Saskatchewan. 

Securing employment in education was a precursor to all teachers’ decisions to move; many of us come 

from places where it is difficult to find work as teachers. After dedicating five years to post-secondary 

school to gain certification, the idea of not teaching kids—not fulfilling, what is for many, a childhood 

dream—doesn’t feel like an option. We make the difficult decision to leave our families and pursue our 

passion elsewhere, hopefully, with open minds and hearts. Teachers in our study were also motivated to 

move North by more personal reasons, for example: gaining new experiences, an appreciation for the 

land, and leaving relationships that did not serve them (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 

2017).  

The participants in Oskineegish and Berger’s (2015) study explore the role of non-Native 

teachers in remote First Nations communities, noting that who the teacher is matters: sincerity and 

authenticity are easily discerned by local staff and students and cannot be ‘faked’ (p. 119). A First 

Nations educator in the community explains that when students feel you are interested in their lifestyle, 

they become interested in who you are as a person and that it is important to be authentic (Oskineegish & 

Berger, 2015). Non-Indigenous teachers are not expected to know it all before they arrive, nor are they 
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encouraged to assume an identity that is not their own. Instead, they can be open, honest, and show 

“genuine respect,” which can lead to “the sharing of everybody’s knowledge and skills,” which will 

increase their cultural competency (Oskineegish & Berger, 2015, p. 119). Openness, honesty, and respect 

are important qualities for non-Indigenous teachers to have if they are considering moving to a northern, 

Indigenous community.  

Inadequate pre-service teacher training. 

Student wellbeing is influenced by teachers’ perceptions of a place and its people. Preconceived 

notions derived solely from non-Indigenous resources—text, media, news, or people—that, at worst, 

misinform, and, at best, misrepresent, could set up the undiscerning mind to harm rather than help. After 

reflecting on my time in Ontario’s education systems (elementary, high school and post-secondary), I 

have realized that, although well-intentioned, I was ill-prepared to teach Indigenous students. Addressing 

knowledge gaps would be my responsibility. I was curious to know if this was the experience of other 

non-Indigenous teachers. Specifically, what kind of pre-service teacher training did they receive?    

Teachers in our study who completed their post-secondary education in western Canada learned 

more about the historical context of Indigenous peoples in Canada than teachers who were educated 

elsewhere. The teacher who attended First Nations University of Canada, even though his schooling was 

more than three decades ago, seems to have the highest quality of preparation (Non-Indigenous Teachers 

Talking Circle June 14, 2017). My expectation had been a correlation between when pre-service teacher 

training took place and the quality of instruction to prepare teachers to incorporate Indigenous 

perspectives, histories, and content into lessons. This has not been the case. All teachers felt ill-equipped, 

with experiences ranging from no preparation to deliver culturally responsive pedagogy, to some 

preparation but limited resources in the communities served (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle 

June 14, 2017). The solution for the teachers in the study has been fostering relationships with students 
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and community members who help bring Indigenous knowledge into the classroom. Even still, most have 

expressed a desire for more training (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017).  

The TRC’s Calls to Action (2015) report represents a time of awakening for many non-

Indigenous people who aim to understand how they can play a role in improving the relationship between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. St. Denis and Schick (2003) focus on teacher-training needs in 

Saskatchewan, as two anti-racist educators teaching a required course for mostly white-identified pre-

service teachers. They challenge pre-service teachers to recognize the production of power relationships 

that normalize and naturalize inequality (St. Denis & Schick, 2003). This is an important step in the right 

direction, but unfortunately, pre-service teachers across Canada are not required to engage in anti-racist 

education as a prerequisite requirement for teaching students. The varying experiences of non-Indigenous 

teachers who have made long-term commitments to northern communities in our study demonstrate how 

little things have changed from one generation to the next for the existing cohort of teachers who have 

been serving anywhere from five-years to four-decades. The only teacher with extensive pre-service 

teacher training was the one who attended a First Nations owned university. The common thread among 

teachers and the main approach to filling the knowledge gap is learning from community members – 

Elders, students, parents, and Traditional Knowledge Keepers who are willing to share their teachings. It 

is probable that seeking out this knowledge contributed to their happiness in the provincial North by 

enabling them to build positive relationships with both the place and its people.  

Theme 2: Teacher Wellbeing 

Learning from community. 

When I think of teacher wellbeing, I think of the Circle of Courage, a model of youth 

development, based on generosity, belonging, mastery, and independence. Teachings were shared about 

the Circle of Courage when I went to professional development in Saskatoon several years ago. When I 
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talk to students about the Circle of Courage as we co-construct our classroom norms, I explain that if we 

are generous with each other, sharing our knowledge and our support, we are more likely to feel like we 

belong. If we feel like we belong, then we may feel safe enough to take risks, to learn, and become 

confident in our skills. Once we are confident in our skills, we can help our peers with concepts we have 

already mastered or realize the skills that are transferable to other areas of our lives. I think this process is 

relevant for newcomer teachers, as well. If there is generosity of knowledge and support, new teachers 

will continue to seek out guidance, build relationships, experience belonging, and give back to the 

community in the ways they know how. This reciprocity encourages teacher wellbeing, and, in turn, 

prepares non-Indigenous teachers to support Indigenous students in a positive way.   

A non-Indigenous teacher in the study describes a “tension between wanting to know and being 

scared to do it wrong” (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017). That feeling is common, 

and it is okay to be upfront about what you do and do not know. St. Denis’ (2010), identifies non-

Indigenous colleagues as allies when they show respect and support for Indigenous people by learning to 

use community resources and seek to be a part of the local Indigenous community without taking 

over. Oskineegish and Berger (2013) assert that it is important for non-Indigenous teachers to recognize 

their status as visitors, because it can be viewed as disrespectful for them to assume that they are 

community members who feel entitled to state opinions, beliefs, and recommendations on community 

matters immediately upon arrival. Non-Indigenous teachers must take the role of learner to understand 

what is best for students, a learning environment that reinforces the values students bring from their home 

and strengthens a student’s sense of self: “First Nations students are not failing and are not in need of 

changing; it is the learning environment that is failing students” (Oskineegish and Berger, 2013, p. 123). 

Thus, Oskineegish and Berger (2013) direct non-Indigenous teachers to local knowledge, including 

colleagues, parents, and community members, noting some communities may even have cultural 

supervisors or mentors available to support teachers in their transition. Ultimately, they explain, it is up to 

the teacher to initiate opportunities for learning, dependent upon personal initiative and a willingness to 
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listen, coupled with the ability to reflect on previous ideas of teaching and education (Oskineegish & 

Berger, 2013). It is important to be mindful of “newcomer fatigue” and how much is asked of community 

members when they are asked to support new teachers, especially if teacher turnover is high. 

Relationships. 

Non-Indigenous teachers who have made long-term commitments to the North attribute much of 

their happiness and success as teachers to the relationships they have formed. They discuss finding 

common ground with students, getting to know their students’ families, saying ‘yes’ to opportunities to 

connect with others and learn, and attending cultural gatherings as ways to build positive relationships in 

the North (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017; Non-Indigenous Teacher Interview 

June 27, 2017). In St. Denis’ (2010) study, Indigenous teachers interpret the idea of who is an ally of 

Indigenous teachers and Indigenous education broadly, including themselves, their families, communities, 

and non-Indigenous teachers as potential allies. Building strong relationships is dependent upon being 

genuine, honest, and trustworthy, as well as good listeners, and people who are positive and open-minded, 

even in the face of challenges: “The research participants highly valued those non-Aboriginal colleagues 

who accepted them as equal, helping them to succeed and offering validation for the work and perspective 

they as Aboriginal teachers brought to the profession” (St. Denis, 2010, p. 9). Positive relationships 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous teachers not only support teacher wellbeing but will also help 

teachers take steps toward reconciliation within the education system.  

Theme 3: Teacher Achievement 

Place- and culture-based supports. 

Non-Indigenous teachers in our study attribute much of their success to the place- and culture-

based supports accessed. Students, Elders, Indigenous colleagues, and community members have 

continuously offered guidance to non-Indigenous teachers. Beyond mentorships and relationships, there 
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has been little in terms of professional development, outside of the Treaty Kit, until recently (Non-

Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017). At the time of our talking circle, teachers expressed 

hopefulness that FTV would help amend gaps in their knowledge, enabling place- and culture-based 

learning through relationality.  

FTV teachers include Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff who participate in five critical 

learning cycles which span the school year and is a fairly intensive induction for new teachers or those 

who have limited experience with culturally responsive pedagogy (“Following Their Voices,” n.d.). Each 

cycle includes observations by the facilitator, goal setting meetings, a classroom walk-through and 

meeting to check in on how teachers are managing in trying to reach their goals, shadow coaching by the 

facilitator, and reflection (“Following Their Voices,” n.d.). There is also collaboration between staff who 

teach the same students with weekly huddles where teachers share the progress they are making toward 

their goals and one co-construction meeting per cycle where Indigenous students who are struggling are 

identified by teachers, supports are established, and a common goal is set (“Following Their Voices,” 

n.d.). Students, staff, and parents complete surveys throughout the year and the results are shared 

publicly. School-based ideas are planned that are in alignment with the FTV outcomes and indicators 

(e.g., Dene club, murals that honour students’ cultures, Cree translator built by Robotics class, etc.). The 

entire process is non-evaluative and meant to promote achievement among First Nations, Métis, and Inuit 

students in the province.  

FTV includes indicators and components that guide teachers in their self-assessments and goal 

setting, based on data collected by the teacher facilitator during observations. Indicator-component maps 

look like rubrics with four columns and criteria starting in awareness and moving to refinement. The 

indicators and components are as follows (“Following Their Voices,” n.d.): (Indicator 1) Caring for and 

believing in First Nations, Métis, and Inuit students and their cultures, with components: knowledge and 

understanding, personal connections, and community; (Indicator 2) Having high expectations that Métis, 

Inuit, and First Nations students are self-determining, can participate, and can achieve, with components: 
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behaviour expectations and management, academic expectations, and self-determination; (Indicator 3) 

Creating a secure, well managed learning environment, with components: classroom practices, 

engagement, and physical environment; (Indicator 4) Engaging in teaching and learning interactions that 

are responsive to student interests and needs, with components: prior knowledge, feedback and 

feedforward, co-construction, and active listening; (Indicator 5) Using a range of strategies to promote 

accelerated growth, with components: curriculum, instruction, and assessment; (Indicator 6) Using 

evidence from Metis, Inuit, and First Nation student outcomes for critical reflection and for identifying 

strategic actions that promote accelerated growth, with components: data collection, critical reflection, 

and strategic actions (“Following Their Voices,” n.d.). The facilitator communicates with teachers to help 

them identify strengths and challenges. Likewise, teachers are expected to communicate with students 

about their perceived strengths and goals as they seek to become more culturally responsive in their 

interactions and instruction (“Following Their Voices,” n.d.). As a non-Indigenous teacher, I have been 

grateful for the learning I have engaged in through FTV, not only at the professional development in the 

city where Traditional Knowledge Keepers and Elders play a role in facilitating our sessions, but also the 

wealth of knowledge that has been shared by my colleagues during observations and meetings. This 

initiative has been invaluable for my personal growth as a teacher with some experience. I hope it 

continues, because I think it is also advantageous for new teachers. With the right support, they can 

achieve success, even when challenges are faced.  

Motivation to stay. 

How long do you need to live somewhere before you call it home? Do we measure by time 

elapsed? by feelings evoked? by relationships formed? It’s complicated. I noticed one of the non-

Indigenous teachers who participated in the study has called the North his home. It is where he has raised 

his kids – it makes sense. Personally, I feel like it would hurt my mom if I called La Ronge home, like 

I’ve forgotten her, my roots. In many ways, my mother, my family, is my sense of home. But now I am 
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someone’s mommy. Her home is here, and she is my heart. It’s my home now, too. I think we can have 

more than one home – you don’t have to choose. What makes having two homes difficult is, in general, 

people only live in one place. Lots of community-minded, committed teachers have left their home in La 

Ronge to return to their families. And lots have stayed.  

The non-Indigenous teachers in our study have been motivated to stay because of the students, the 

sense of community, acceptance and kindness, the beauty of the North, the closer proximity (2.5 hours by 

car) to the city and its services than some more remote locations, and the opportunities and experiences 

that lead to learning and growth (Non-Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 14, 2017; Non-

Indigenous Teachers Talking Circle June 27, 2017). Oskineegish and Berger (2013) believe that the 

success of non-Indigenous teachers will depend on who they are, the relationships they build, and how 

they fit into the community: “those willing to become a teacher and learner will find numerous resources 

and opportunities for learning” (Oskineegish & Berger, 2013, p. 123). Morcom and Freeman (2018) see 

reconciliation as a bi-directional effort; as teachers, we need to understand our roles and responsibilities in 

reconciliation. The non-Indigenous teachers who have made a commitment of five or more years to the 

North demonstrate their investment in the community through their relationships and contributions.  

If school divisions want to retain non-Indigenous teachers, it is important to find ways to choose 

teachers who are a good fit for the community, ones who display the qualities Elders and First Nations 

and Métis teachers appreciate in allies: those who are respectful, community-minded, and willing to listen 

without taking over. Moreover, initiatives like FTV, if still being offered, can serve as an induction for 

new teachers who require support engaging in culturally responsive pedagogy. With these kinds of 

structures in place, teachers can have an easier time feeling a sense of belonging and are more apt to form 

relationships that allow them to connect with and invest in the community. Nonetheless, my personal 

opinion is that the most committed teachers are home-grown. Northern teacher education programs are 

imperative to reducing teacher transience. While this may be the case, building local capacity will take 

time and non-Indigenous teachers will continue to move to northern communities to teach. It is possible 
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to sum up what non-Indigenous teachers need to do to contribute positively to the community in one 

word: listen. 

 

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this study. While I work hard to keep my assumptions and biases 

in check, my privilege and perspective still have the potential to convolute my findings. I am visibly 

white and have benefited from the inequities of the settler-colonial relationship that continue to impact 

our country. This may have limited what participants chose to share with me if they were concerned about 

hurting my feelings or impacted by a perceived power imbalance. Being a community member is a 

mitigating factor and may have encouraged comfort for some. Nonetheless, the stake I have in Indigenous 

education, as a non-Indigenous person, could be questioned. A second possible limitation is the 

relationship between the sample and site. Treaty Six Territory has been deeply impacted by the residential 

school era. Many Indigenous community members are Christian. I have considered the possibility that the 

recommendations of some community members may not necessarily serve to decolonize the institution of 

education if the legacy of colonizing ideologies may potentially pervade. While this was a potential 

limitation, participants have engaged in complex reflections about what has been lost due to the settler-

colonial relationship and the ways in which reclamation of culture and traditions can take place in an 

educational setting. 

Recommendations  

Métis and First Nations Elders and teachers in our study have made the following recommendations for 

Non-Indigenous teachers who move to Indigenous communities in northern Saskatchewan to teach: 

1. Engage in pre-requisite learning and reflection by: 

a. Learning the differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous worldviews; 

b. Growing in understanding of the historical context of the territory; 
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c. Taking action to address systemic racism in the education system; 

d. Appreciating the diverse identities of community members—students, staff, parents, 

guardians, Elders, and extended families—in teaching and learning; and  

e. Engaging in ongoing reflection to address privilege, biases, and assumptions about 

the territory and its people, recognizing personal status as a guest. 

2. Foster student wellbeing by: 

a. Including community members in students’ learning – for example, Elders, 

Traditional Knowledge Keepers, other youth, and parents/ guardians; 

b. Believing in students; 

c. Respecting students—their cultures, worldview, beliefs, sources and domains of 

knowledge, and their family obligations—following the community’s interpretation 

of respect and understanding its reciprocal nature; and 

d. Forming relationships with students by getting to know them, creating a safe learning 

environment that affirms their cultures, and engaging in community life. 

3. Promote student achievement by: 

a. Asking the community for their definition of student achievement and using it as a 

measure of success; 

b. Co-constructing goals and clearly communicating with students on an ongoing basis 

so they understand how to achieve success as learners; 

c. Helping students overcome barriers that interfere with their achievement;  

d. Teaching Indigenous content and perspectives in an ongoing, meaningful, accurate, 

and positive way with appropriate multimedia resources derived from Indigenous 

sources and domains of knowledge and place- and culture-based supports, including 

community members who can connect students with local culture, teachings, and 

technologies; and 
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e. Understanding that the land is foundational to Indigenous identities and pedagogy, 

teaching outside as often as possible and learning the land with students. 

Non-Indigenous teachers who have participated in the study have taught in northern Saskatchewan for at 

least five years. Not surprisingly, their positive experiences are in alignment with many of the 

recommendations above, that have been made by the Indigenous Elders and teachers in the study, 

demonstrating a correlation with non-Indigenous teacher retention. The following recommendations have 

come from the non-Indigenous teachers’ experiences: 

1. Non-Indigenous teachers should engage in prerequisite learning and reflection by: 

a. Examining motivations for relocating to teach, recognizing that growing in cultural 

competency will be required and depends on an openness to learning, honesty, and 

respect; 

b. Assessing place- and culture-based learning needs by reflecting on the quality of pre-

service teacher training, understanding that this is an ongoing process, and making a 

commitment to learn the ways of the territory; 

2. The wellbeing of non-Indigenous teachers, who may experience some degree of cultural 

discontinuity after moving, can be supported by: 

a. The school division providing non-Indigenous teachers with resources to learn about 

the communities prior to relocating and by participating in community life—events 

and cultural gatherings—and seeking out community resources upon arrival; and 

b. Forming positive relationships with students and community members outside of the 

school by saying ‘yes’ to opportunities to connect and learn. 

3. The achievement of non-Indigenous teachers can be supported by: 

a. Accessing place- and culture-based knowledge; and  

b. Understanding that being committed is less about time elapsed and more about 

embodying the qualities the community seeks in non-Indigenous teachers. 
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Conclusion 

In order to understand the attitudes and actions of non-Indigenous teachers that may encourage 

student wellbeing and achievement, local Elders and teachers in our study establish how differing 

worldviews, historical context, and systemic racism have shaped the institution of education within 

Canada for Indigenous peoples. This leads to questions surrounding identity for Indigenous students and 

teachers in a western-dominated system, as well as opportunities for non-Indigenous teachers to examine 

their motivations for teaching in the provincial North. Non-Indigenous teachers can better-serve students 

by first looking inward: unpacking their assumptions about northern living, teaching, and examining their 

relationships to both the people and places of the territory. This process involves learning to address 

personal privileges and biases.    

Continuous self-reflection can better-equip teachers to be more in-tune with the kinds of actions 

they can take to support students’ wellness and achievement. Believing in students can foster positive 

relationships that lay the foundation for mutual respect. With stronger relationships, teachers can guide 

students in goal setting and help them break down the barriers to achieving them. Moreover, relationships 

will aid non-Indigenous teachers in forming community ties that can enrich students’ learning experiences 

with Indigenous knowledge, including land-based learning. Traditional Knowledge Keepers can help 

students understand what they are learning by making connections to students’ sources and domains of 

knowledge. Non-Indigenous teachers should remember that their students are also their teachers when it 

comes to culture- and land-based learning. While community members and students can offer support, 

there are also many exemplary teaching resources that have been created by Indigenous peoples to guide 

teachers in their planning and instruction. For example, an excellent starting point for Saskatchewan 

teachers is the Treaty Resource Kit, developed by the Office of the Treaty Commissioner, and OISE’s 

Deepening Knowledge Project houses an extensive Aboriginal Peoples curricula database.  

Non-Indigenous teachers who have cultivated reciprocal relationships and are committed to an 

ongoing cycle of self-reflection, learning, and action, can feel a sense of belonging and success in the 
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provincial North. Teachers who experience personal and professional fulfillment are often less transient, 

making longer-term commitments to the students and community. This is not to say that all who leave are 

unfulfilled; many non-Indigenous teachers return to the relationships and responsibilities that wait for 

them in their home-communities. There is no moral hierarchy among those who stay and go. Leaving 

family and friends can be incredibly difficult. Time elapsed does not seem to be a qualifier for community 

members to express gratitude towards those who offer positive contributions to student- and community-

life. 

Naturally, the long-term solution to increasing the number of committed, quality instructors in 

Northern communities is home-grown teacher education programs. The exciting part is it’s happening. 

During this time of transition and process of capacity-building, non-Indigenous teachers who are afforded 

the opportunity to teach in the North can listen to and learn from the communities they have been invited 

into to ensure they understand students’ needs and put them first. As non-Indigenous teachers we can 

recognize that we are not the long-term solution, but we can be part of it by doing our best to support and 

encourage those who are – our Indigenous colleagues and the next generation of teachers, our students.    
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Glossary 

 

chapan Great-grandparent or great-grandchild 

keeman-ih-chagan “bastard” 

mikiskaw  Freeze-up 

mitho-pimatisowin The good life 

mithoskamin  Break-up 

mumunewin Prepare 

nihithow Singular for someone who is Woodland Cree 

nihithowuk Plural for the Woodland Cree 

nikawiy Mother 

nimis Older sister 

nimosom / kimosom My grandfather / your grandfather 

nipin  Summer 

nisikos  Aunt (paternal) 

nisimis Male/ female younger sibling 

nisis Uncle (maternal) 

nistis Older brother 

nitosis Aunt (maternal) 

nohkom / kohkom My grandmother / your grandmother 

nohkomis Uncle (paternal) 

noomukee A Cree game 

nohtawiy Father 

pipon  Winter 

sikwan  Spring 

takwakin  Fall 

tapwi Truth and trust 

weechi-hit-owin Working together 
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