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Abstract 

 

 Using an Indigenous research methodology, this research examines how educators in 

British Columbia use narrative assessment as a more inclusive, strength-based approach to assess 

learners and intends to uncover teacher perceptions on the connections between narrative 

assessment and the First Peoples’ Principles of Learning / Indigenous ways of knowing. As a 

self-identified Métis researcher, my intention is that this study will contribute to a growing body 

of research that is framed using an Indigenous methodology and recognizes the significance of 

co-creating knowledge through reciprocal relationships. This research utilized collaborative 

methods with educators sharing alongside a Kwakwaka’wakw Elder in the form of a ‘talking 

circle.’ Qualitative data was collected on participant perceptions of their personal experiences 

using narrative assessment in the classroom and its connection to Indigenous ways of knowing. 

The main themes that emerged from the data were: Responsibility and Action, Relevance and 

Well-being, Reciprocity and Being-together, and Respect and Stories. While each distinct, these 

four themes are interconnected and represent the relational nature of Indigenous knowledge 

which includes community, family, students, and self at its core. Central findings of this study 

suggested that a narrative assessment approach enables educators to shift their practice toward a 

more inclusive and joyful process which invites reciprocity, relationship building, and co-

learning opportunities.  
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Chapter One - Introduction 

 

 “Learning is embedded in memory, history and story.” Taken from the First Peoples 

Principles of Learning (First Nation Education Steering Committee, n.d.), this quote aligns with 

Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada: Calls to Action number sixty-two 

which recommends that schools “integrate Indigenous Knowledge and teaching methods into 

classrooms” and reaffirms the compelling and broad role that stories can play within education 

(Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 2015, p.7). Within a traditional Indigenous context, 

stories have been used to provide teachings, life lessons, and history as well as to help “people to 

understand their place on earth” (Dakiniewich, 2011, p.1). In British Columbia (B.C.) a 

redesigned curriculum was put into place in 2015 which asserts that “the voice of Aboriginal 

people be heard in all aspects of the education system” and that Indigenous perspectives, 

knowledge, and worldviews be embedded into all aspects of the curriculum including assessment 

(British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2015). As a means to address these curricular and 

assessment goals, this study will explore the use of learning stories, or pedagogical 

documentation, as a method to record, communicate and share student learning in a way that 

aligns with Indigenous ways of knowing and supports the inclusion and progress of all learners 

in B.C. 

  Learning stories and pedagogical documentation are different terms that describe a 

formative assessment method most often used in early childhood education to record, assess, and 

share student learning. For the purpose of this research, I use the broader term ‘narrative 

assessment’ to refer to both learning stories and/or pedagogical documentation. While largely 

similar in practice, learning stories and pedagogical documentation have subtle differences and 

have grown from different geographical, historical, and cultural places in the world. Pedagogical 
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documentation is rooted in the Reggio Emilia approach1 to early childhood education from Italy 

and learning stories emerge from New Zealand’s early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki2. Both 

methods acknowledge documenting the process of learning over a final product and describe the 

critical role that relationships play with other people, places and things (Carr, 2015; Wurm, 

2005). 

 My personal interest in narrative assessment comes from a teaching opportunity I had, 

from 2007-2011, when I taught in an early childhood education setting. As part of a team eager 

to explore different ways to support our learners, we embraced a Reggio Emilia approach which 

included honouring our classroom environment, developing our listening skills, and recognizing 

the power of emergent curriculum. As part of this transformation, we began to use pedagogical 

documentation as a tool for observing and documenting learning as well as for planning next 

steps for our students. Presently I am working at an alternative school with a high proportion of 

students who have been designated with behavioural and learning needs. Several students in my 

class are simply unwilling to engage in conventional academic tasks, so, I find quiet windows for 

assessment and learning through play and by listening carefully for incidental moments that 

demonstrate understanding, prompt questions, and connect to the curriculum. I snap 

photographs, jot notes, and create short stories that demonstrate emotional, personal/social or 

academic learning achievements that I later share with students and families. Over the years I 

have learned that the process of writing and sharing learning stories is powerful because, in 

addition to gaining a deep understanding of my students’ strengths and needs, it allows me to 

                                                 
1 The Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood education emerged in the 1960’s from the northern Italian city of 

Reggio Emilia and promotes student-centred, experiential learning (Ontario Reggio Association, 2019). 

 
2 Te Whāriki is New Zealand’s early childhood curriculum published by the New Zealand Ministry of Education 

first in 1996 and updated in 2017 promotes learner identity and belonging (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 

2017). 
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build a genuine relationship with both the student and his or her family. In my experience, 

personalized learning stories for students with special needs are especially well received as, too 

often, families with students who struggle in school seem to receive a disproportionate level of 

deficit feedback about their children. Learning stories by nature are strength-based and focus on 

the process of learning rather than a final product, as Margaret Carr (2012) stated: “A test 

provides an individual measure at one particular time, while a story of the target skill or 

knowledge or disposition, in the process of developing, can include the interpersonal and the 

wider community” (p.133). 

 Within the public-school system, when seeking to address the deeper learning needs of 

exceptional students, formal testing is inevitable. More and more frequently, I have observed that 

many students are emotionally and socially unable to cope with the demands of standardized 

assessments, and that, all too often, test results do not adequately reflect the strengths of these 

learners. The topic of documentation includes another important layer for me because, as an 

active member of the Métis Nation and committed Indigenous educator, I value the connections 

between creating learning stories alongside students and many of the Indigenous ways of 

knowing which are reflected in British Columbia’s First Peoples’ Principles of Learning 

(Appendix D). The First Peoples’ Principles of Learning (FPPL) were created in British 

Columbia by a group of Elders, knowledge keepers and educators for the First Nation Education 

Steering Committee. Comprised of nine statements that reflect pan-Indigenous epistemology and 

pedagogy, these principles were written to guide the development and content of an English 12 

First Peoples’ program for secondary students. Interest in these principles has grown over the 

years and the FPPL are widely referenced within B.C.’s K-12 public education system today 

(Chorna, 2014). I am deeply grateful for my time spent with Indigenous children, families and 
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elders over the last four years, and feel that my practice has grown thanks to the teachings I have 

received from this community. I believe that we are all connected and that narrative assessment 

provides a holistic, respectful, and relevant place to embed Indigenous context for the children 

and families we serve. 

Reframing Assessment in B.C.  

 With a continuing shift toward the personalization of education, we must consider how 

and what kind of student learning is documented, honoured, and shared within school settings 

and beyond. Madaus and O’Dwyer’s (1999) research on the history of assessment attested that 

“for centuries, the prevailing assumption about learning has been that the teacher tells, shows, or 

demonstrates facts, knowledge, rules of action, and principles, and then students practice them” 

and are uniformly tested for results (p. 689). They described a movement in education, during the 

mid-1980s, which challenged the notion of a “fixed body of knowledge,” towards an “emphasis 

on assessing higher-order thinking skills” (p. 690). Recently, British Columbia’s Ministry of 

Education (BCME) has also acknowledged a transition from “the memory and recall of facts that 

previously shaped education” to include more “features that…are essential for 21st-century 

learning” (BCME, 2015). In the fall of 2015, the B.C. Ministry of Education began, with the help 

of teachers and administrators from around the province, a gradual implementation of a 

redesigned curriculum with a set of core competencies at its centre. This shift away from 

‘content learning’ toward a competency-based approach requires districts, schools and educators 

to re-consider current assessment and reporting practices in order to meet the needs of a 

contemporary curriculum. In addition to the daily demands of planning, preparing, teaching, and 

assessing students, teachers in British Columbia are now faced with understanding, putting into 



NARRATIVE ASSESSMENT   

 

 

5  

practice and reporting on, or communicating, these competencies with students, families, and 

caregivers.  

 According to the BCME’s document, Reporting Student Progress (Grades K-9): 

Guidelines for School Districts (2016), “effective communication requires ongoing interactions 

and dialogue about student progress throughout the school year, involving the teacher, the 

student, and the parent, to provide up-to-date information about the student’s learning” (p. 2). 

Examples of possible methods of communication include: “in person; through telephone, email, 

text, Skype, and other electronic means; and through the use of reporting applications (e.g., 

Freshgrade, MyEdBC, Scholantis)” (p. 4).  A British Columbia Ministry of Education resource, 

Your Kid’s Progress (2017), highlighted parent perspectives on various aspects of education in 

B.C. including the use of letter grades and percentages, personalized learning and the 

communication of student learning. While parents have reported that “the use of letter grades and 

percentages… are a familiar measure that can be easily grasped” some have suggested that 

“generic comments do not provide enough concrete feedback to help a student or guide a parent” 

(p. 10-11). On communication, parents have “expressed a desire for more frequent 

communication between school and home” stating that a “report card is a lagging indicator of 

performance” and suggested that “examples of work and concepts being taught in class” be 

shared more often (p.12). Given the appeal from parents and caregivers for more consistent 

home-school communication that reflects the on-going process of learning, schools are in a 

prime position to adopt alternative approaches for reporting on student progress.  

 And finally, research reflects that Indigenous students are consistently overrepresented 

within the special needs population and that educational outcomes (i.e. graduation rates) are 

lower for Indigenous students compared to non-Indigenous students particularly within the 
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province of British Columbia (Gabel, Curcuc, Powell, Khader, & Albee, 2009; Nelson 2017). 

While rates are continuing to improve, the B.C. Teachers Federation reported that during the 

2017/18 school year, overall graduation rate for Indigenous students was 69.6% compared to 

86.5% for non-Indigenous students (BCTF, 2019). In a 2015 audit of the education of Indigenous 

students in B.C. public schools, the Ministry of Education was cited: “our teachers need help in 

authentically integrating Aboriginal content into the learning experiences of all students and our 

Aboriginal parents need to feel they are a more integral part of the education system” (British 

Columbia Auditor General, 2015, p.11). In order to address this on-going issue, it is imperative 

that schools and educators move toward embracing a more holistic approach when working with 

Indigenous students. Storytelling, as Robina Anne Thomas, (2005) from Lyackson First Nation 

asserted, “traditionally was, and still is, a teaching tool” that honours Indigenous ways of 

knowing and is worthy of further investigation within schools today in the form of narrative 

assessment (p. 252).  

Overview of Study 

 This study uses an Indigenous research methodology as a means to explore and co-

construct knowledge alongside other educators about the use of narrative assessment as an 

approach that inherently embeds Indigenous ways of knowing into its process. Critical to this 

methodology is the notion that knowledge is not owned by an individual or researcher, but that 

knowledge is relational and researchers “are interpreters of this knowledge” (Wilson, 2001, 

p.38).  

Research Question: 

“How does using narrative assessment, as part of regular teaching practice, enable educators to 

connect with the First Peoples’ Principals of Learning and Indigenous ways of knowing?”  



NARRATIVE ASSESSMENT   

 

 

7  

 This study documents collaboration with other educators currently using narrative 

assessment in order to share ideas, reflections and connections about this method and how it 

aligns with Indigenous knowledge. As a self-identified Métis educator, my interest in using an 

Indigenous methodology for this research connects to both my own family’s history and to the 

future of all the Indigenous children I teach. In his work, Research is Ceremony, Opaskwayak 

Cree researcher, Shawn Wilson (2001) stated that Indigenous research “will encourage a greater 

appreciation of Indigenous history and worldviews, thus allowing Indigenous people to look 

toward the future” (p.19). Data for this study were collected through a collaborative talking 

circle, and interpretations were guided by Kwakwaka’wakw Elder Sally Williams who provided 

teachings and insight on traditional ways of knowing. Findings from the qualitative data that 

were generated through this research aim to provide insight on the connections between narrative 

assessment and Indigenous knowledge as well as give context for establishing ‘next steps’ for 

teachers as they move toward adopting competency-based and holistic assessment practices 

which embrace authentic methods for communicating student learning with families. 
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Chapter Two - Literature Review 

 

Introduction 

 

  The purpose of this literature review is to explore existing research related to the use of 

pedagogical documentation and learning stories as a formative assessment tool within an 

elementary school setting. To begin, Indigenous knowledge is positioned as the fundamental 

theory guiding this research. The theoretical framework continues by citing well-known scholars 

on the topics of learning stories and pedagogical documentation. Following theory in the field, 

this review will offer a synthesis of current research on narrative assessment with respect to early 

childhood and elementary education, formative assessment, special education and Indigenous 

knowledge. In order to further align this chapter with an Indigenous research methodology, sub-

sections have been created to organize common themes around the 4R’s: respect, relevance, 

reciprocity, responsibility of Indigenous knowledge (Kirkness & Barnhardt,1991). 

Theoretical Framework 

 Indigenous knowledge. In line with an Indigenous research methodology, the First 

Peoples’ Principles of Learning and as a means to honour and contribute to the decolonization of 

academic research, the theoretical framework for this literature review will cite prominent 

Canadian Indigenous scholars as a step toward reconciliation through education. Leroy Little 

Bear (2009), Verna Kirkness (1991), Margaret Kovach (2009), Jo-ann Archibald (2008), and 

Shawn Wilson (2008), academic leaders influencing and challenging education through an 

Indigenous perspective, have each called for authentic incorporation of Indigenous knowledge 

into academia as well as into the teaching and learning process of school systems. The terms 

constructivism and social-constructivism, coined in dominant Western academia, refer to the 

construction of knowledge as an active process created through personal and social interactions 
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and are theories that are regularly cited in educational research. These terms align with elements 

of the First Peoples’ Principles of Learning and have been referred to in the literature of 

Indigenous scholars who advocate for the inclusion of Indigenous knowledge in all aspects of the 

education system within Canada. As Leroy Little Bear (2009) from the Kainai First Nation in 

Alberta compared, “constructivism…comes closest to meeting the learning processes and 

learning styles of Aboriginal students” suggesting it is a Eurocentric theory which complements 

an Indigenous worldview (p. 19). Indigenous knowledge has, in its most basic terms, been 

defined as holistic, action-oriented, and co-constructed through reciprocal relationships (Kovach, 

2009; Wilson, 2008). Indigenous knowledge also recognizes multiple ways of knowing 

including, as Métis researcher Lynn Lavallée (2009) asserted, knowledge which comes from the 

spirit world which is "acquired through revelation such as, dreams, visions and intuition” (p. 22). 

Honoured Elders also play a vital role in Indigenous knowledge as knowledge keepers who are 

entrusted to share stories, lessons and teachings that have been passed down from ancestors 

through generations (Archibald, 2008; Lavallée, 2009; Williams, 2018). Verna Kirkness, from 

Fisher River Cree Nation is cited extensively in theory on the Indigenization of education 

systems in Canada and has described the role of relationships as a fundamental part of the 

process. In addition to being a long-time advocate for the implementation of Indigenous 

languages and culture in schools, Kirkness is well-known for characterizing the 4R’s: respect, 

relevance, reciprocity, and responsibility, as integral elements of Indigenous knowledge 

(Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991 p.6). 

 Narrative assessment. In order to explore the connections between Indigenous ways of 

knowing and the practice of narrative assessment, it is important that this literature review 

includes theory about the pedagogies behind both learning stories and pedagogical 
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documentation. For the purpose of this research the term ‘narrative assessment’ is used broadly 

to refer to both learning stories and/or pedagogical documentation. While largely similar in 

practice, learning stories and pedagogical documentation have subtle differences and have grown 

from different geographical, historical, and cultural places in the world. Pedagogical 

documentation is rooted in the Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood education from Italy 

and is often accredited to Reggio’s founder, educator and scholar, Loris Malaguzzi (Wrum, 

2005). Learning stories, a fundamental element of New Zealand’s early childhood curriculum, 

Te Whāriki, are associated with the on-going practice and research of Margaret Carr (Carr, 

2001). Both approaches, used for assessing and planning next steps for learners, acknowledge the 

critical role that relationship plays between a student and teacher and cite reciprocity as 

fundamental in the process. 

 Learning stories. The New Zealand Ministry Education (2009) describes learning stories 

as a “recount of learning events…going further than simply describing. It tells the story of 

learning by capturing the context, the people, the places, and the things of relevance” (p.37). 

Grounded in the notion of constructing learner identities and dispositions (or competencies), 

learning stories aim to contribute, as Margaret Carr and Wendy Lee suggested (2012) “to the 

growth of well-being and culture of the community at large” (p. xiv). Learning stories, as a tool 

for assessment, seek to personalize learning by inviting the perspective of the student and by 

recognizing that teachers are also willing to be learners throughout the process (Carr, 2001; Carr 

& Lee; 2012). As Carr and Lee (2012) asserted, “learning stories construct student and teacher 

identities” (p.138) and “provide a site for learners and teachers to co-construct learning journeys 

and learning pathways” together (p. 128). To further this idea of reciprocal learning, the New 

Zealand Ministry of Education’s publication, Narrative Assessment: A Guide for Teachers 
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(2009), suggested that learning stories contribute to “closing the gaps between learners and 

teachers (strengthening power with…relationships)” (p.37).  With a focus on recognizing 

diversity and inviting inclusion, learning stories allow educators to move away from what Carr 

(2001) described as a “staircase model” of assessment that paints a fragmented picture of 

development and learning toward a more holistic, relational practice (p. 61).  

 Pedagogical documentation. When exploring pedagogical documentation as an approach 

to assessing learners, we must look first to founding father of the Reggio Emilia approach, Loris 

Malaguzzi, whose deep respect and reverence for the potential of children is reflected in all his 

works. Beginning with observation, pedagogical documentation is an approach which relies on a 

teacher’s willingness to listen carefully and, as Malaguzzi attested, “to question all your own 

abilities, your knowledge, to become humble” and to “accept the child as a co-constructor” 

(Cagliari, Castagnetti, Giudici, Rinaldi, Vecchi, & Moss, 2016, p. 380). The notion of listening 

as a way to connect, build reciprocal relationships, and create shared knowledge with students is 

an integral element of the Reggio approach and ultimately informs the documentation process 

(Moss, 2016; Rinaldi, 2001; Wrum, 2005). Through observing, listening, and reflecting, 

educators are able to gather a collection of artifacts and/or evidence that document and make 

learning visible for the collective audience of other teachers, children, friends, and families. In 

Working the Reggio Way, Julianne Wurm (2005) wrote that pedagogical documentation means 

“collecting [student’s] work and experiences in as many media as possible and then looking at 

these to see what emerges for the benefit of all” (p. 98). Carlina Rinaldi (2001), current president 

of Reggio Children, described documentation “as an act of caring, an act of love and interaction” 

(p. 1) and emphasized that through the documentation and interpretation process a teacher “will 

realize his or her own potential as a learner” (p.4). 
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 Both pedagogical documentation from Italy and learning stories from New Zealand are 

approaches to assessment most often used in early childhood education. For the purpose of this 

study, the term narrative assessment is used in a general way to reference both approaches and 

may be described as a holistic process that values the unique identities of students, focuses on 

co-constructing learning, and places emphasis on relationships. 

Current Studies  

 In collecting and reviewing current research on the topic of narrative assessment, certain 

themes emerge which echo Kirkness and Barnhardt’s (1991) 4 R’s: respect, relevance, 

reciprocity, and responsibility, which will be used here as a framework for synthesizing 

published research in the field. The research question: “How does using narrative assessment, as 

part of regular teaching practice, enable educators to connect with the First Peoples’ Principals 

of Learning and Indigenous ways of knowing?” provided a schema for narrowing down 

relevant research for this literature review. While there is a wealth of research on the use of 

‘pedagogical documentation’ in early childhood education, there is limited literature on this topic 

within an elementary context and related studies are included here. The term ‘learning story’ was 

also included in literature searches as a means to incorporate the nuances between the 

terminology pedagogical documentation, which is grounded in the Reggio Emilia approach, and 

learning stories, which are an element of New Zealand’s early years curriculum, Te Whāriki. 

Efforts were made to locate research that provided connections between narrative assessment and 

Indigenous education, special education, inclusion and formative assessment practices. 

 Respect. On respect, Kirkness and Barnhart (1991) described the conflict in education 

between “institutional knowledge” versus “human knowledge” and suggested that valuing 

human knowledge qualities such as creating relationships and understanding how this connection 
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supports student wellness is fundamental in order to make educational settings safe for 

Indigenous learners (p. 8). Pauline Mesher (2007) published a teacher-researcher inquiry on the 

use of documentation in a grade three class in Quebec and explored the use of two unique 

narrative approaches to represent her qualitative research findings. Mesher’s (2007) research 

included many personal insights on the value of pedagogical documentation including, that the 

process “provided windows on student learning and helped build deep, trusting relationships 

between me and my students” (p. 114). Similarly, in Dionne Busio’s (2016) qualitative study of 

the impact of pedagogical documentation on the personalization of learning for pre-school aged 

students with designated special educational needs, findings indicated that educators “attributed 

knowledge gained as a result of pedagogical documentation with facilitating inclusion and 

strengthening their relationships with their students” (p. 139). Busio also claimed that 

participants credited asking questions, listening, and individual time with children as factors that 

contributed to establishing deeper relationship with their learners (p.135). Throughout the 

research on pedagogical documentation and learning stories, there was a common and repeated 

thread that this type of assessment enabled educators to establish trust, foster inclusion, and build 

meaningful relationships with students, families, and colleagues (Busio, 2016; MacDonald, 

2006; Mesher, 2007; Niles, 2016; Rowan, 2011). 

 Alison Gerlach’ work Exploring Socially-Responsive Approaches to Children’s 

Rehabilitation with Indigenous Communities, Families and Children (2018) highlighted the role 

that relationship plays when supporting Indigenous children and families and suggested that 

“investing time in building non-judgmental, mutually respectful, equitable, and long-term 

relationships are fundamental to cultural safety” (p. 19). The connection between narrative 

assessment and building relationships with families and colleagues is documented in current 
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research and various studies pointed to how sharing these stories made learning more visible for 

parents, enabled families to have a deeper understanding about classroom activities, and fostered 

dialogue between teachers, families, and other educators (Busio, 2016; Mesher, 2007; Niles, 

2016; Rowan, 2011).  

 Relevance. Kirkness and Barnhardt (1991) indicated that a shift toward the “legitimation 

of Indigenous knowledge and skills” is required in order to create a meaningful space for 

Indigenous learners and their families (p. 9). When considering this theme of relevance today, 

we must commit to the continued evaluation of institutional teaching and learning practices and 

examine how/whether Indigenous knowledge is reflected in these processes. Elder participation, 

cultural understanding and safety as well as strength-based approaches are cited as effective 

ways to support Indigenous learners and families and emerge as important points in the current 

research on the development of meaningful assessment tools (Rowan, 2011; University of 

Regina, 2014). Mary Rowan (2011), whose work focused specifically on learning stories, 

conducted an action research project in her home community of Inukjuak, Nunavik, that was 

grounded in Indigenous methodologies and acknowledged children and Elders as valued 

participants throughout the process. Rowan (2011) cited the role of Elders throughout her 

research as “critical to accessing Inuit ways of knowing and being” (p. 127) and noted that the 

learning stories themselves fostered a deeper understanding of Inuit knowledge and language 

within the school community. University of Regina’s (2014) study was a call for action to 

improve learning outcomes for Indigenous youth in Saskatchewan. This study used focus-groups 

and one-to-one interviews as part of a case study design which acknowledged the use of both 

Western and Indigenous approaches. The authors included that Indigenous protocols were 

recognized throughout the research process, with data collected from, students, their families, 
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teachers, and school administrators. Among its many recommendations this study cited the 

importance of identifying the cultural assets of Indigenous students, the influence of Elders 

within a classroom as well as the need for culturally relevant assessment tools (University of 

Regina, 2014, pp. 130-133). 

 In addition to understanding cultural safety and the role of Elders in schools, the theme of 

relevance includes current literature demonstrating the value of strength-based learning and how 

narrative assessment supported this practice. Margaret MacDonald (2006) published an 

exploratory study on five kindergarten classes in New Westminster in British Columbia which 

revealed parent and teacher perceptions of pedagogical documentation. MacDonald’s (2006) data 

illustrated that the use of pedagogical documentation “allowed teachers to develop a deeper 

understanding of the children’s strengths, interests, and curiosities beyond what is traditionally 

assessed” (p.241). Similarly, Rowan’s (2011) data highlighted that, in addition to fostering 

culture and Indigenous language, learning stories built on individual student strengths. Finally, 

Gerlach’s (2018) study recommended that “focusing on children’s strengths and capabilities is a 

key factor in assuring that assessments are undertaken in ways that are culturally safe” (p. 22). 

Research has indicated that the use of narrative assessment enabled educators to better 

understand the individual strengths and needs of their learners and that this form of assessment 

was a useful planning tool that supported cultural understanding as well as provided ‘next steps’ 

for students (Busio, 2016; MacDonald, 2006; Rowan, 2011). 

 Reciprocity. According to Kirkness and Barnhardt (1991), reciprocity refers to the two-

way communication between educators and students where each person’s perspective is valued 

and honoured (p. 11). Observation, listening, and reflection skills, core elements of narrative 

assessment, were consistently cited as strategies that allowed teachers to co-construct shared 
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knowledge and build reciprocal relationships with their students. (Busio, 2016; Mesher, 2007; 

Rowan, 2016). Busio (2016) stated that pedagogical documentation allows for collaborative 

exploration and described that the “intentional questioning, listening, and one-on-one 

interactions” by educators, contributed to relationship building with children (p. 135). Mesher 

(2007) described that “documentation helped promote both students’ and my growth, and helped 

us engage in explicit and productive teaching and learning” indicating that reciprocal 

relationships contribute to the co-creation of shared knowledge (p.150). 

 As educators, when considering reciprocal learning alongside our students, we must also 

be open to learn from family members who are valuable sources of information and knowledge, 

particularly when supporting those who are differently-abled (Gerlach, 2018; McShane & 

Hastings, 2004; Rowan, 2016; Williams, 2018). In their research on social and cultural 

approaches to working with Indigenous children and families, both McShane and Hastings 

(2004) and Gerlach (2018) highlighted the importance of understanding how the dominant-

Western scientific approach to assessing diverse learners is typically framed from a non-

relational and deficit perspective which does not align with Indigenous ways of knowing. 

Regarding assessment, Gerlach (2018) further asserted that “the perspectives and input of a 

child’s parents, family, and others involved in their life is an essential part of the assessment” 

process (p. 23). Similarly, McShane and Hastings’ (2004) research on the use of developmental 

psychological testing, recommended “refocusing attention from problems and limitations to 

competencies and strengths” and pointed to “narrative approaches” including those “from 

parents, other family members, teachers or even children themselves” as a “potentially rich 

sources of information” (pp. 40-41). Valuing input from community, building knowledge 

collaboratively, and honouring holistic approaches to assessment, such as narrative assessment, 
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are factors that researchers have cited contribute to establishing reciprocal relationships with 

students and families (Gerlach, 2018; McShane & Hastings, 2004; Rowan, 2016;). 

 Responsibility. On responsibility, Kirkness and Barnhardt (1991) point to an obligation 

that organizations have to “reconstruct and transform” culture in all areas including assessment 

practices (pp. 13-15). This notion connects directly to the responsibility that educators have 

today, to provide authentic assessment practices that reflect the unique identities and abilities of 

individual learners. Time restraints, complexity and objectivity are cited as challenges in the 

current research on narrative assessment, however these challenges are countered by calls for 

educators to commit to the hard work of formative assessment over the use of tick-the-box, 

standardized tools (Blaiklock, 2008; Busio, 2016; MacDonald, 2006; Niles, 2016). Ken 

Blaiklock (2008) published a critical analysis on the use of learning stories in early education 

settings and raised concerns about the validity of this type of assessment. He stated that 

objectivity is a potential problem with learning stories and cited challenges with establishing 

accountability when writing learning stories. Anna Niles (2016), asserted that that while learning 

stories “are viewed as complex and time consuming,” (p.91) they are an innovative way to assess 

learning within a classroom setting. In relation, MacDonald (2006) also identified “the strength 

of pedagogical documentation as an alternative to standardized assessments” (p. 241) and 

asserted that this approach could offer additional information and/or evidence in order to 

supplement the results of standardized assessments. On standardization, Busio (2016) claimed 

that “inadequacies attributed to standardized measures used to assess young children, in 

particular culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) children and children with disabilities, have 

compelled early educators to seek alternative methods of assessment for use with these groups of 

children” (p. 50).  
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 Finally, the notion that current assessment structures do not meet the needs of all learners 

and that effort must be invested into researching, developing, and adopting approaches that are 

more progressive is reflected in current research (MacDonald, 2006; University of Regina, 

2014). In her study, MacDonald (2006) identified that pedagogical documentation “can be seen 

as a valuable alternative” to traditional skill and drill methods of assessment and she suggested 

“that schools begin to think creatively outside [the] traditional parameters about how space, 

children, and human resources are being utilized” (p. 240-1). University of Regina (2014) also 

challenged educators to “rethink the ways in which we may envision a new way of teaching and 

learning” (p. 130) and proposed the expansion of research to “include a focus on culturally 

responsive pedagogy” (p.39). That learning stories are hard, but worthwhile work is reflected in 

both Niles (2016) and Busio’s (2016) research. Busio stated that although pedagogical 

documentation was time consuming and required educators “to be proficient in observing and 

analyzing child behaviour” it was a satisfying process that enabled teachers to be reflective 

practitioners (p. 58). Similarly, Niles (2016) asserted that although “formative forms of 

assessment such as learning stories take time and effort,” the complexity of such methods are 

critical in order “to continue making gains in the way children are assessed” (p. 89). 

Summary 

 This literature review sought to explore current research on the topic of narrative 

assessment and its potential connection to Indigenous ways of knowing. Indigenous knowledge 

was used as the theoretical framework for this section and sought to honour the voices of 

prominent Canadian Indigenous scholars as part of the research process. Further theory was 

included on the topic of narrative assessment, including the subtle differences between 

pedagogical documentation, from Italy, and learning stories, from New Zealand. The current 
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research section of this literature review was structured around Kirkness and Barnhardt’s (1991) 

4R’s: respect, relevance, reciprocity, and responsibility, and provided insight about how 

narrative assessment is viewed as a strength-based approach which fosters reciprocal 

relationships. Furthermore, research cited that despite its complex nature, narrative assessment 

was considered an alternative approach to assessing students that has moved away from 

standardized systems and supports more inclusive, culturally safe practices. Limited research 

was located on how current assessment practices in the province of British Columbia align with 

Indigenous ways of knowing or the First Peoples’ Principles of Learning. Moreover, little 

research was found on the connection between narrative assessment and Indigenous ways of 

knowing nor on how educators’ that are using narrative assessment perceive this connection.  
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Chapter 3 - Methodology  

Research Question 

“How does using narrative assessment, as part of regular teaching practice, enable educators to 

connect with the First Peoples’ Principals of Learning and Indigenous ways of knowing?” 

Indigenous Research Methodology 

 In their study, Indigenous Research Methods: A Systematic Review (2017) Alexandra 

Drawson, Elaine Toombs and Christopher Mushquash stated that “a researcher interested in 

pursuing an Indigenous approach should begin their process with reflection” (p.15). I have 

always been aware of my Métis ancestry and recall learning about my family’s history from my 

mother, a natural storyteller, who rather than read books to us at bedtime, told my brother and I 

nightly stories which embedded simple lessons for life. Although the tales themselves were not 

steeped in traditional Métis culture, the practice itself, of learning through story, has played a 

part in my life for as long as I can remember. My interest in Indigenous research methodology 

has grown from a project that I worked on as part of the coursework required for completing my 

Masters’ in Special Education at Vancouver Island University. Immediately drawn to ideas 

guiding this method of research, including that knowledge is relational and co-constructed, I 

believe there is a critical connection between these beliefs and my roles and responsibilities as an 

Indigenous educator, in British Columbia. B.C.’s redesigned curriculum states that “British 

Columbia has long had the goal of improving school success for all Aboriginal students. 

Achieving this goal will require that the voice of Aboriginal people be heard in all aspects of the 

education system…and informed practice be provided” (BCME, 2015). By choosing to use an 

Indigenous research methodology for this study, I am taking deeper step toward authentically 

embedding Indigenous ways of knowing into my own teaching and learning practice. Through 
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this process, I am honouring my ancestors before me, the Elders who share their time and 

teachings today, my colleagues as well as the diverse and deserving students and families that 

motivate me to do more. Finally, I believe that the values which frame an Indigenous research 

methodology align with core principles of narrative assessment.  

 Indigenous research methodology is a research tradition which seeks to move past the 

dominant-western scientific definition of knowledge as well as honour more holistic methods for 

collecting and using data. Shawn Wilson (2001) asserted that western or 'dominant' paradigms 

rely on the notion that "knowledge is something that is gained, and therefore...may be owned by 

an individual" where an Indigenous paradigm "comes from the fundamental belief that 

knowledge is relational [and] shared with all of creation" (p. 176). Through an Indigenous 

methodology this study aims to use a relational approach in order to co-construct shared 

knowledge about the connections between narrative assessment and the First Peoples’ Principles 

of Learning. As researcher, it is my responsibility to ensure that the knowledge gained through 

this research is seen as a result of the reciprocal relationships between myself, the Elder as well 

as the other participants and that it was written for the benefit of all including the students, 

families and communities we serve. 

 Canadian scholar and researcher Margaret Kovach, from Saskatchewan’s Pasqua First 

Nation, has written extensively on Indigenous research methodologies and has detailed the 

significance that relationship plays as an integral part of this methodology. (Kovach, 2009, 

2010). In her work, Conversational Method in Indigenous Research, (2010) she describes that, 

“certain western research paradigms frown upon relational because of its potential to bias 

research, [while] Indigenous methodologies embrace relational assumptions as central to their 

core epistemologies” (p. 42). In general, dominant-western academic research in behavioural 
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and social sciences follows strict guidelines for publication in order to ensure objectivity and 

the unbiased interpretation of information (APA, 2017, p. 17). However, many Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous researchers are challenging these norms through critical, interpretive 

qualitative research approaches that are designed to study the social world through active 

participation and engagement with others (Lincoln and Denzin, 1994; Denzin, Lincoln and 

Giardina, 2006). Interestingly, these concepts connect with the topic of this study, narrative 

assessment, a type of interpretive qualitative research for teachers within a classroom setting. 

While critics of this assessment approach have suggested that it lacks objectivity (Blaiklock, 

2008), Margaret Carr (2001) asserts that “the relationship between the person being assessed 

and the other people and the activities in the environment are key features of the assessment 

process” (p. 184).  

 Guided by an Indigenous paradigm, this study recognizes that “knowledge itself is not 

seen as the ultimate goal” but that it may lead to a change which “improves the reality of the 

participants” (Wilson, 2008, p.37). The notion of co-creating knowledge as a means to nurture 

reciprocal relationships and to reframe ideas or perspectives on one’s teaching practice aligns 

with the use of qualitative research guided by an Indigenous methodology. As such, this study 

will collect qualitative data from participants during a focus group or talking circle as well as 

through researcher reflections. Finally, in line with an Indigenous methodology, 

Kwakwaka’wakw Elder Sally Williams is included as a co-investigator for this research project 

and has participated as an honoured Elder-researcher-participant throughout the entire process. 

Participants 

 Upon approval for this research from the Vancouver Island University research ethics 

board, eight participants (see Table 1) were recruited through Vancouver Island University’s 
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Centre for Innovation and Excellence in Learning (CIEL) networking group and through direct 

contact with administrators at Nisaika Kumtuks Learning Centre (School District 84) on 

Vancouver Island. Lynn Lavallée (2009) pointed to the essential role Elders play in an 

Indigenous research methodology and asserted that “they carry the traditional teachings, the 

ceremonies, and the stories of all our relations. For research to be based on Aboriginal 

knowledge, elders need to be included” (p. 27). Kwakwaka'wakw Elder Sally Williams was 

included as a co-investigator for this research project. Ms. Williams contributed to this research 

as a respected voice during the planning, relationship building, data collection and analysis 

stages and she was an honoured voice during the talking circle to share teachings as well as to 

answer questions and to provide guidance for all participants. 

Table 1: PARTICIPANTS 

Ali  A teacher working as a TTOC in SD 84 and using narrative assessment in her 

teaching practice. 

Heather Principal for Nisaika Kumtuks Learning Centre – SD84 and using narrative 

assessment in her teaching practice. 

Donna Retired teacher from SD68 with a background in speech and language 

pathology. Currently working with Snaw-naw-as First Nation Daycare on the 

use of narrative assessment. 

Aly  A secondary teacher working at Tsawalk Learning Centre – SD84 and 

exploring narrative assessment in her teaching practice. 

Aimee A Reggio Emilia inspired kindergarten teacher in SD68 currently using 

pedagogical documentation as part of her regular teaching practice. 

Lynn Retired K-12 educator from SD68 currently working as a mentor with staff and 

students at TLC and exploring narrative assessment in her practice. 

Wendy A secondary teacher from Lil’wat First Nation working at Tsawalk Learning 

Centre – SD84 and exploring narrative assessment in her teaching practice. 

Suki A secondary teacher working at Tsawalk Learning Centre – SD84 and 

exploring narrative assessment in her teaching practice. 

Sally Kwak-waka’wakw Elder Sally Williams from the Gwawa’enuxw Tribe is the 

Elder in residence at Nisaika Kumtuks Learning centre and Tsawalk Learning 

Centre and co-investigator in this research. 
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Ethical Considerations 

 This study aligns with the core principles outlined in the Tri-Council Policy Statement: 

Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans and acknowledges respect for persons, 

concern for welfare and justice in all aspects of its design, methodology, interpretation and 

dissemination. The use of an Indigenous research methodology ensures that these core 

principles “extend beyond the individual participants and include obligations and responsibilities 

to the natural world, knowledge received from ancestors, and future generations” (Government 

of Canada, 2018, p.8). Attention was paid to protocols for working alongside an Elder participant 

which included meeting in person to plan and prepare for the talking circle, providing flexible 

options for the time and location of the talking circle, picking her up and driving her to all 

meetings and talking circle, providing food, drink and an honorarium for sharing teachings 

during the talking circle. 

 Due to the qualitative nature of the data that was collected throughout this research, there 

was a minimal risk of emotional distress due to personal information that could be shared. An 

Indigenous research methodology recognizes that any knowledge created during the process of 

research is part of healing through decolonization and the protocol of having an Elder present 

during the talking circle provided a support and cultural alignment for all participants. As data 

was collected via a talking circle, participants were informed of a potential loss of privacy when 

sharing their perspectives and ideas. In order to mitigate any loss of privacy, participants each 

had the opportunity to review and edit transcripts (for up to 7 days) as well as had the option to 

withdraw from the research up until the date I began analyzing the collected data (March 26th 

2019). Participants in this study provided informed consent for participation and understood that 

they would be directly identifiable through the use of their actual names throughout this research. 
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Data Collection 

 The data collection methods selected for this project were grounded in the understanding 

that all knowledge is co-constructed and created as a part of a reciprocal relationship between the 

researcher and participants. A focus group was held which was designed around a talking circle 

model - a “method in which all participants (including the facilitator) are viewed as equal and 

information, spirituality, and emotionality are shared” (Lavallée, 2009, p. 29). Traditionally 

talking circles represented a safe place to share ideas or feelings where information would not be 

documented or made public however, more educators and researchers are using this model as a 

non-hierarchical way to gather shared data. In order to address the discomfort between keeping 

what is shared in the talking circle private versus collecting data for research I asked co-

investigator Elder Sally Williams to share her perspectives:  

 “The talking circle is where we keep everything confidential and everything 

that’s shared in the circle stays in the circle. But because of where we are 

today and what we are doing today to move forward, improving our education 

for our children, we have to find a balance of allowing some of our 

information to be written for the research.” (personal communication, March 

14, 2019).  

During our talking circle we acknowledged the traditional territory we were on, 

Elder Sally Williams led an opening and closing prayer and personal introductions 

were shared around the circle. 

 The research data grew from a series of eight questions which were framed around 

Kirkness and Barnhardt’s (1991) 4R’s (APPENDIX: B): 

1. How does narrative assessment prompt your observational and listening skills? 
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2. How does narrative assessment enable you to build relationships with others? 

3. What role do the First Peoples’ Principles of Learning play in your assessment practices? 

4. In what ways do you feel narrative assessment aligns with B.C.’s redesigned curriculum? 

5. What is the value as an educator to collaborate with students and/or to co-construct 

knowledge alongside a student? 

6. What role does reflection play when you use narrative assessment? 

7. In what ways does using narrative assessment enable you to be a more inclusive 

practitioner? 

8. What tensions do you feel when using narrative assessment? 

Participants shared their personal responses around the circle in a clockwise direction. 

Participants were also provided with a ‘sketchnote’ (Appendix C) with all of the questions 

written and space to doodle or jot notes and ideas as we listened to each other. This data 

collection process sought to honour the voice of each participant as well as support the belief that 

Indigenous knowledge focuses on multiple ways of knowing, and that there are “many truths,” 

each of which are “dependent on individual experiences” (Hart, 2010, p.3).  

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

 In order to analyze collected data, the talking circle was audiotaped, transcribed, coded, 

and emergent ideas evolved into themes. While some Indigenous researchers have asserted that 

the deconstructive nature of data analysis “perpetuates” colonization by systematically 

categorizing ideas rather than viewing collected data holistically, I would argue that related 

themes which emerge from the data point to how participants and their ideas become 

interconnected through the process of sharing and demonstrates how knowledge is co-

constructed within the talking circle (Drawson, Toombs, & Mushquash et al., 2017; Kovach, 
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2011; Wilson, 2008). In his work Research is Ceremony, Shawn Wilson (2008) described an 

‘intuitive logic’ when describing how information is interpreted and suggested that, while often 

thought of as linear, the research process is in fact constantly evolving, even cyclical in nature, as 

we listen, read, re-read, reflect, interpret, and write thus allowing us to create ‘a relationship’ 

with the ideas (p.116). While I reflected on my relationship with the data as well as my 

responsibility toward honouring and respecting each participant’s voice, I was reminded of the 

roles and responsibilities required of me as a researcher and found comfort in the message from  

Elder Sally William’s on balance: “We are stepping into a new worldview…and recognizing that 

we all have to find a balance in two worldviews” (personal communication, March 14, 2019). 

For the purpose of this research and in line with my degree requirements, I adopted an inductive 

approach which required repeated readings of the raw data in order to establish a connection with 

the ideas and to develop emergent themes. An inductive approach, often used to analyze 

qualitative data, begins with the reading of data, moves to the identification of key phrases 

(coding), is followed by synthesis of these codes and the development of emerging themes in 

order to establish new theories in relation to the research question or topic (Braun, V. & Clarke, 

V., 2012; Thomas, 2006).  

  I enjoyed immersing myself in the data and found pleasure in absorbing the shared 

stories, interconnected ideas, and insights of participants from the talking circle. To begin the 

analysis process, I simply listened to the audio-recording with pencil in hand writing down 

phrases and key words as they moved me. Next, I scanned all of the notes that the participants 

wrote to further connect with the information. Following these steps, I began transcribing the 

audio-recording verbatim. Once completely transcribed, I highlighted recurring words or 

phrases, listed them on a table, and tallied word repetitions. Throughout the coding process, 
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potential themes were becoming evident and once completely coded, I was able to arrange the 

codes into 6 broad themes.  

 Wanting to refine more, I revisited my research question How does using narrative 

assessment, as part of regular teaching practice, enable educators to connect with the First 

Peoples’ Principles of Knowing and Indigenous ways of knowing? as well as the nine First 

Peoples’ Principles’ of Learning (FPPL) statements. This step enabled me to clarify and 

consolidate the ideas into four themes, each with two sub-themes, which are shown in Figure 1. 

The themes are represented in a circle which symbolizes the holistic, interconnected, and 

relational nature of Indigenous knowledge with the placement of self, students, family, and 

community in the centre. In creating and naming these themes, I sought to incorporate and 

intertwine elements and language from both the First Peoples Principles’ of Learning as well as 

the 4R’s, each of which represent Canadian pan-Indigenous ways of knowing. 

Limitations 

 A limitation in this study relates to participants who all self-selected to participate, 

indicating they are innovative and open-minded practitioners who are willing to reflect on their 

teaching, learning, and assessment practices. Another limitation was the limited timeframe for 

revisiting exploring ideas in more depth with the participants and Elder.  

Value 

 This study will contribute to the growing field of research about narrative assessment and 

it’s use within elementary and secondary classrooms. Through its exploration of teacher 

perceptions on how narrative assessment aligns with the First Peoples’ Principles of Learning, 

this study will also add to emerging research on the role of Indigenous knowledge and its 

position within British Columbia’s redesigned curriculum, particularly with respect to 
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assessment practices. In its dissemination of data, this study will present findings using 

participant voice, Elder voice and personal reflections as a way to demonstrate that knowledge is 

relational and how this approach aligns with Indigenous methodologies. And finally, this study 

will contribute a growing body of Canadian research that is written by a Métis scholar and 

framed using an Indigenous research methodology. 

Summary  

 This chapter included information about Indigenous research methodologies and the 

critical role that relationality plays when gathering and interpreting data. It described the 

collaborative nature of an Indigenous research methodology a means to locate qualitative data 

alongside participants and provided connections between these approaches and narrative 

assessment itself. Information was provided about participants including the important role of 

Kwakwaka'wakw Elder Sally Williams as a co-investigator in this research. Next, the chapter 

describes the data collection phase of the research through a talking circle. Following that, the 

data analysis and interpretation stage was outlined, including the identification of four themes 

and related subthemes. This section also addressed the conflict between the holistic nature of an 

Indigenous approach versus the fragmented model of analyzing raw data by systematically 

reducing and sorting ideas. Elder Sally Williams included her perspectives on walking in two 

worlds and expressed the important role that balance plays in moving institutional practices 

forward. Finally, several limitations were included in this section as well as the value of this 

study in the fields of narrative assessment and Indigenous methodology. 
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Chapter 4 – Findings 

Introduction 

 This chapter will explore four themes each with two sub-themes that emerged from the 

data. This study was designed to explore teacher perceptions on the connections between 

narrative assessment and Indigenous ways of knowing as described by the First Peoples 

Principles’ of Learning. Interview questions, which were discussed as part of a talking circle, 

were organized around the 4Rs: respect, reciprocity, relevance and responsibility and responses 

include the honoured voice and teachings of Kwakwakaʼwakw Elder Sally Williams.  

 We began our talking circle by acknowledging the traditional territory of the 

Snuneymuxw First Nation where we were gathered; Elder Sally Williams then led an opening 

prayer in her traditional Kwak’wala language. Following that, participants were each invited to 

share a personal introduction and Elder Sally described protocols for the talking circle including 

that we “should be mindful of how we share and allowing others the opportunity to share” (S. 

Williams, personal communication, March 14, 2019). The talking circle continued in a clockwise 

direction four times with a closing prayer by Sally to conclude. Direct quotes are used in this 

chapter to describe the participants’ understandings and beliefs about the connections between 

narrative assessment, B.C.’s redesigned curriculum, and Indigenous knowledge.  

 The four themes that emerged from this research are shown in Figure 1 as a circle which 

symbolizes the interconnected and relational nature of Indigenous knowledge and place self, 

students, family, and community in the centre. In creating and naming these themes, I sought to 

incorporate and intertwine elements and language from both the First Peoples Principles’ of 

Learning as well as the 4R’s, each of which represent Canadian pan-Indigenous ways of 

knowing.   
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Figure1: THEMES 

 

 

Responsibility and Action 

 In spending time listening, transcribing, and reading the data I found, interwoven 

throughout, language that reflected change and transformation which I believe represents our 

collective understanding that educational practices in British Columbia are currently evolving 

and that narrative assessment is an exciting part of this journey. Participants all acknowledged 

value in B.C.s redesigned curriculum and emphasized that the new core competencies provided 

scope to change how they teach and assess learners in their settings. During the talking circle, 

many participants described how narrative assessment was enabling them to move away from 
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past practices, such as the use of standardized assessment tools and the notion of teacher as 

disseminator of knowledge, toward more a more holistic and collaborative approach. Our 

conversation also explored the topic of decolonization and how, as educators, we have a 

responsibility to understand the way history has influenced our personal experiences within the 

Canadian educational system and that continued transformation requires on-going awareness and 

action on our part.  

 A new way forward. The movement away from past practices toward a new way of 

teaching and learning that invigorates teachers and supports a diverse student population was 

reflected throughout our talking circle. As Aimee described, narrative assessment “is really 

changing my role in the classroom and it’s also changing as I look for more opportunities to 

observe them [children]. I’m moving away from teacher-directed all the time and that makes my 

heart sing.” She also acknowledged that narrative assessment supports the shift away from 

standardized systems toward a more holistic approach by “letting the curriculum come through 

the child rather than make the child fit into the curriculum.” Donna expressed her desire to move 

away from past deficit-based assessment practices toward methods that document and celebrate 

the process of learning: “I have to be a champion on a new way for assessment for our 

Indigenous children because the old way cannot go on.” In my own comments, I reflected on 

B.C.’s redesigned curriculum and the shift away from fact-based content learning toward a 

competency-based approach that fits with both narrative assessment and the First Peoples’ 

Principles of Learning. 

 This sub-theme, a new way forward, illustrates educators’ desire to shift away from past 

institutional practices toward using tools, such as narrative assessment, as an effective way to 

influence action and change within their own teaching environment. On action and change, Sally 
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Williams encouraged that when we “step out of the insisted format we learn more and we are 

more helpful for our students.” 

 Decolonizing practice. The idea that educators have a responsibility to transform their 

actions in order to effect change in education is further reflected in the talking circle when 

participants shared insights on the potential connections between narrative assessment and the 

journey of decolonization. Within Canada decolonization is a complex issue; however in basic 

terms it refers to long-term process of removing and dismantling colonial systems in order to 

restore Indigenous cultures, traditions, and worldviews (ICTI, 2017).  Lynn described the critical 

and on-going role educators have in “decolonizing past practice and embracing[ing] innovation” 

and suggested that new assessment tools such as narrative assessment are an important step in 

that transformation. Donna acknowledged the tension she feels with respect to her past 

educational training and suggested that “we come with a background and have to decolonize 

ourselves, we have to work hard on this path to a new way of thinking.” Regarding the 

importance of decolonizing ourselves and the systems we work within, Wendy added, “I think 

often, every day, about what this Euro-centric, westernized model of education has done for our 

children; it continues to still impact our children…so I agree that the decolonizing or the 

indigenizing of the model is important.” Upon hearing everyone share their thoughts about 

changing past assessment practices toward more a more collaborative model, Sally asserted “As I 

listen to you, I see that what we are doing here in this circle and what we do in the future of your 

work is decolonization.” 

 Summary. Honouring a change in education toward more decolonized practices and 

recognizing the role and responsibility of moving forward with new approaches are two elements 

that resonated throughout this theme of Responsibility and Action. The idea around continued 
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momentum forward and positive change is further reflected in Sally’s words: “I believe that we 

are on a great journey together as we sit here together because it will make a huge difference for 

our children.”  

Relevance and Well-being 

 Another theme that emerged as I spent time with the rich talking circle data was the 

recognition that using narrative assessment as part of regular classroom practice enables teachers 

to focus on student strengths as well as highlights the role that joy plays in the learning process. 

The term ‘well-being,’ often associated with happiness, safety and comfort, connects closely to 

the power of strength-based practices, such as narrative assessment, as well as the role of fun in 

learning. Most participants credited the connection between using a narrative assessment 

approach and identifying the individual strengths of their learners. Furthermore, during the 

talking circle it emerged that, in recognizing student strengths, teachers were able to create a 

more personalized and inclusive learning environment. On joy, participants shared that the 

processes required for narrative assessment including: observing, listening, reflecting, 

collaborating, and one-to-one time with learners, were fulfilling and motivated them to continue 

with this approach. Participants also described that narrative assessment allowed them to also see 

the joy of learning thorough the eyes of their students. 

 Honouring student strengths. That narrative assessment is a credit-based approach 

which enables teachers to focus on a student’s capabilities and competence was documented 

widely in the data collected during our talking circle. Ali described narrative assessment as “a 

strength-based approach where we start to see all the things that children can do as opposed to 

the things they can’t do.” She also described that: “learning stories build an inclusive 

environment that allows them [children] to come as they are and grow as they can.” Participants 
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also suggested that through listening, observing, and spending time with students, narrative 

assessment enables educators to better understand their students and plan for their individual 

needs. Aly acknowledged that when using narrative assessment, you “truly get to know your 

learners and find the strengths in them.” Similarly, Wendy described narrative assessment as 

“strength-based, it’s individualized, student specific, and it’s empowering.” These points 

demonstrate that narrative assessment is a process that honours individuals and their abilities as 

well as contributes to feelings of empowerment and well-being for students. Sally spoke to the 

idea of valuing the strengths in others several times and reminded us that: “no matter where our 

youth or children are in their lives, we must remember they’ve also got strengths and that if we 

look at those strengths and support those strengths…then there’s hope for that child.” 

 Joyful practice. That learning is fun is also evident throughout this theme of Relevance 

& Well-being and teachers report a sense of fulfilment when practicing and sharing narrative 

assessment as well as comment that it cultivates a sense of joy among students. The value of 

using narrative assessment to document playful or emergent learning was evident in the collected 

data and several participants noted that these moments created special opportunities for students 

to see teachers model what learning looks like. In my own comment during the talking circle I 

shared that narrative assessment is “more fun for me as a practitioner and I think that the students 

are seeing, wow I see what learning looks like, I get it, it’s fun.” Similarly, Aimee described that 

the practice of narrative assessment allows “me to be playful and joyful and demonstrate to them 

[children] that I am also a learner.” Heather further characterized this connection: “You can co-

construct knowledge and have fun, it’s exciting.” Wendy explained how narrative assessment 

enables her to engage her students through conversation and further describes that the process 

“helps me to be more focused and present…and when I do that I feel like there’s a lot more 
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humour and we can just get to know each other and laugh.” During the talking circle, narrative 

assessment was cited as a process that fosters emergent learning opportunities and allows 

students and teachers to share in the playfulness of building knowledge collaboratively. 

 Summary. The perspective that narrative assessment enables educators to model and 

experience the joy of learning alongside students was reflected within this theme of Relevance 

and Well-being. In addition, designed to focus on a learners’ capabilities over their deficits, 

narrative assessment is seen here as a strength-based approach to document and support student 

progress. On well-being and self-worth Sally says: “It is important that each individual believes 

that he or she is precious and worthy of all good things” (Williams, 2018, p.15). 

Reciprocity and Being together 

 As I coded the data I found that, when describing the process of using narrative 

assessment, participants repeatedly used language about ‘sitting down with’ learners and ‘being 

alongside’ learners.  Further exploration into the deeper meaning around these phrases allowed 

me to locate the theme of ‘Reciprocity and Being together’ which includes viewing students as 

valuable holders of knowledge, following a student’s lead and deconstructing hierarchical 

systems. These interrelated concepts are often cited as pan-Indigenous beliefs or ways of being 

and are referenced in both the 4Rs as well as in the First Peoples’ Principles of Learning. During 

the talking circle participants described how the process of listening, asking questions, and 

observing, enables them to establish connections and build more meaningful relationships based 

on these shared experiences. Participants also illustrated the value in remaining open to learn 

from students and cited narrative assessment as a process that supports reciprocity, emergent 

thinking, and the co-construction of new ideas between students and teachers. 
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 Listening and learning from others. Throughout our entire discussion participants 

referenced observing and listening to students as core elements of narrative assessment that 

enabled them to engage with students, establish relationships, and co-construct ideas. “I’m doing 

this process of co-constructing knowledge with my learners in my classroom” said Aimee. “It 

starts with listening to them and seeing what interests them and building that relationship.” 

Likewise, Aly added that “when I sit down to do the assessment piece…I realize how much I 

observed and how much I noticed in their learning and their capabilities.” Participants further 

asserted that through listening and asking questions to students, they are able to identify the 

individual interests of learners as well as see how these interests interconnect with other people 

or experiences allowing for more in-depth learning opportunities. As Wendy described, by “just 

asking more questions…what I’m finding more and more is that they are making these deeper 

connections to who they are…all of a sudden, they are connecting to when they went to a 

potlatch.” On listening to students, I shared that it has made me more “curious about how I can 

connect the curriculum to next steps and plan ahead in a way that is very personalized for them 

[children] and you get to see how different children are connected too.” 

 Celebrating student voice. Participants talked about how narrative assessment helps 

them to deconstruct institutional ‘teacher’ roles and they described the significance of adopting a 

more collaborative approach with learners. On being open to learn alongside a student, Lynn said 

that “the hierarchy just gets flattened which is so important because if it’s a back and forth 

reciprocity, our learners understand that we are not going to be the knowledge keepers.” 

Similarly, Aimee shared: “It [narrative assessment] takes away the hierarchy that would 

traditionally be found in a classroom, and I don’t have all the facts, I don’t have all the 

knowledge.” Many participants touched on how narrative assessment invites rich opportunities to 
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celebrate student voice and perspective. Wendy described being together with a student: “I really 

like to acknowledge when I’ve learned something from them and it happens all the time…it 

honours them for the knowledge that they already have and the knowledge they are interested in 

and seeking.” Likewise, Ali shared that “when you trust in what they [children] are teaching you 

and you want to listen to them and you want to learn from them…there’s no fear and you all feel 

safe, all of a sudden that learning just grows.” Suki also touched on the role of student voice and 

explained “we can be prepared to think, well that is a really good perspective from my learner, 

now I know him more, now I get him more.”  Finally, Sally encouraged us: “We’ve got to allow 

our children to be who they are…we don’t always have to be the ones to teach it, sometimes they 

have something to offer us.”  

 Summary. Over the last four years I have had the privilege to learn alongside Elder Sally 

Williams as she visits our class as an honoured guest to share teachings and stories. During our 

classroom talking circles she often shares the message that “we are all teachers and we are all 

learners” and she offered the same words to participants as we discuss the role of narrative 

assessment in schools. It is evident through the data here that participants identify with these 

teachings and recognize the value of listening to students in order to discover connections as well 

as to create new ideas and knowledge together. This theme of Reciprocity and Being Together 

demonstrates that narrative assessment enables educators to establish reciprocal relationships 

with students and actively practice that we are all teachers and we are all learners. 

Respect and Stories 

 Immediately following our talking circle, when I was reflecting on the experience, I 

realized that all of the participants shared a personal story to illustrate an idea, to share an 

example, or to make a connection within the circle. Though not related to narrative assessment 
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directly, this realization provides me with further evidence of the significance that stories play in 

our day to day lives and how effective they are as a means to communicate. Upon taking time 

with the data, I begin to notice language about the role of photographs in narrative assessment, 

the impacts of sharing these stories with students, peers, families, and the wider school 

community as well as how narrative assessment nurtures relationships. The theme ‘Respect and 

Stories’ provides evidence that narrative assessment plays an important role in making learning 

visible within a school community and that it also helps to build and nurture relationships with 

students, teachers, and families.  

 Making learning visible. Several participants spoke to the interactive nature of using 

photographs as part of narrative assessment to engage in self-reflection, to connect with students 

as well as to share with others. Aimee suggested that “the reflection piece comes after I’ve 

collected all my observations and [I’m] looking at all my photos” enabling her to identify where 

students are in their learning and to plan and collaborate with others in order to establish 

effective next steps for her students. On collaboration, Aimee identified the value of sharing 

narrative assessments with colleagues: “When capturing these photos and creating these learning 

stories I can make the learning visible…I love that I get to collaborate with other colleagues 

about it.” As a means to connect, Donna described how the images engage others in the setting 

inviting conversations about learning and capacity. She shared that “through the 

photographs…all around the environment they [children] are keen to point out constantly what 

they can do,” and with families in particular Donna said, “what mum doesn’t want to see photos 

of her kids and talk about how smart they are?...it gave me an opportunity right away to start 

building relationships.” These examples point to how narrative assessment is viewed as an 
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effective method to communicate learning in a way that is visible, that fosters collaboration, and 

that cultivates relationships between people. 

 Building relationships. During the talking circle data emerged which demonstrates that 

narrative assessment is an accessible and holistic way to document and communicate learning 

within a school community and that it provides a vital connection between home and school. 

Heather addressed the compelling nature of using stories to share learning, as opposed to 

institutional assessment tools, and stated that “sharing narrative assessment to members of 

families and communities it’s so much easier to understand and it’s more relatable…people 

understand stories.” On sharing, Wendy described the experience as positive, “when we’re 

communicating with parents…it’s all stories, a whole connection of wonderful stories” With 

respect to sharing stories with families, my own comment during the talking circle described the 

value of “giving the family a voice” and inviting them to contribute their own ideas to the 

learning story. This invitation creates a connection and opens a dialogue about their child, his/her 

learning and “how it [the learning] connects to that child’s family and what their [parent’s] 

perspectives are and how our reflections connect or differ.” Aimee also touched on the 

connection between sharing learning stories and building relationships with families through 

collaboration and shared experiences.  

 Summary. Personal stories were used throughout the talking circle as a means for 

participants to share ideas, connect with each other and to communicate their thoughts, which 

inspired me to create a theme on Respect and Stories. Exploration of the collected data suggests 

that when displayed and/or shared, narrative assessment is an effective tool for making learning 

visible within a school setting and that it fosters collaboration among students, teachers as well 

as nurtures relationships with families. Participants further describe the value of using 
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photographs for professional reflection about student capabilities as well as to inform planning 

and next steps in learning. The connection between Indigenous knowledge the role of respect and 

storytelling is widely understood and as Sally explained: “Historically we answered a question 

with a story so that means you have to be patient and listen to that story to hear your answers to 

the questions.”  

 This chapter explored four themes related to teachers’ perceptions on the connections 

between narrative assessment and Indigenous ways of knowing. The themes and sub-themes: 

Responsibility and Action, Relevance and Well-being, Reciprocity and Being Together and 

Respect and Stories, while distinct, are illustrated in Figure 1 as an interconnected circle which 

symbolizes the relational nature of Indigenous knowledge and the place of self, students, family, 

and community at its centre. Data for this research was collected through interview questions, 

which were answered as part of a talking circle and include Kwakwakaʼwakw Elder Sally 

Williams insight, knowledge and teachings throughout. On sharing in the talking circle, Sally 

Williams said that “when we come together like this we also invite our ancestors and our creator 

to be with us…to improve life for ourselves, our children and the future of our children.” 
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Chapter 5 – Discussion 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this qualitative research was to explore teacher perceptions on their use of 

narrative assessment and how it connects to Indigenous ways of knowing. As an active member 

of the Métis Nation, I sought to use an Indigenous research methodology which places 

relationship at its core and values the co-creation of knowledge alongside all participants. In line 

with this approach, Kwakwakaʼwakw Elder Sally Williams was included as co-investigator 

throughout and provided guidance, insight and teachings for all participants, including myself, in 

the role of principal researcher. It was through learning about and using this methodology, that I 

personally began to understand deeper, more meaningful connections between narrative 

assessment and Indigenous knowledge. 

 This study began by describing critical issues facing educators in British Columbia 

including that Indigenous students are consistently overrepresented within the special needs 

population and that educational outcomes are lower for Indigenous students compared to non-

Indigenous students particularly within the province of British Columbia (Gabel, Curcuc, Powell, 

Khader, & Albee, 2009). In 2015, B.C.’s auditor general, Carol Bellringer, reported that 

educators in this province need support integrating Indigenous content and approaches into 

schools and systems. This information, together with the 2015 rollout of B.C.’s redesigned 

curriculum, which encourages alternative assessment practices, enabled me to reflect on my own 

experiences using learning stories and motivated me to pursue research on this topic by asking 

the question: How does using narrative assessment, as part of regular teaching practice, enable 

educators to connect with the First Peoples’ Principals of Learning and Indigenous ways of 

knowing? 
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 While my initial connection between Indigenous ways of knowing and narrative 

assessment was simply the aspect of sharing stories, as I read and absorbed more information 

about the beliefs that guide Indigenous knowledge, I understood that similar principles guided 

both this way of being and narrative assessment. The voices of Indigenous Canadian scholars are 

included as theorists throughout this research alongside Western-European academics who have 

developed and established narrative assessment practices in both Italy and New Zealand. 

Throughout the development, planning, and writing of this research, Kwakwakaʼwakw Elder 

Sally Williams has played an essential role in questioning, supporting and urging me forward on 

this learning journey. 

Central Findings 

 Four main themes emerged from the data and reflect the collective perspectives, ideas, 

and thoughts of all participants, including myself and Elder Sally Williams. The themes: 

Responsibility and Action, Relevance and Well-being, Reciprocity and Being-together and 

Respect and Stories, are each distinct yet interconnected and represent the relational nature of 

Indigenous knowledge which includes community, family, students, and self at its core. In 

creating and naming these themes, I sought to intertwine language from both the First Peoples 

Principles’ of Learning (FNESC, n.d.) as well as Kirkness and Barnhardt’s 4R’s (1991), which 

provided a framework for organizing current research in this field in Chapter Two of this paper.  

 Responsibility and Action. From Indigenous scholars, like Verna Kirkness, who have 

advocated on Indigenous knowledge for decades, to the 2015 redesign of B.C.’s education 

curriculum, it is apparent that a united vision is growing that honours traditional ways of being 

and seeks to support Indigenous learners and families. The theme of Responsibility and Action 

grew from the perspectives of the educators and Elder who took part in this research and who 
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acknowledged that many of the past institutional practices within school systems must change. 

Participants in this research shared views suggesting that we must move away from deficit-

approach assessments toward practices that value student’s capabilities and that invite dialogue 

through collaboration with other students, adults and families. Similarly, the idea that 

educational systems must continue to shift away from standardized conventions toward more 

inclusive, flexible and competency-based practices, such as narrative assessment, is documented 

widely in current literature (BCME, 2015; Busio, 2016; Gerlach, 2018; MacDonald, 2006; 

Mesher, 2007; Niles, 2016) and aligns with theory related to narrative assessment (Carr, 2001) 

and Indigenous ways of knowing (FNESC, n.d.; Kirkness and Barnhardt, 1991; Little Bear, 

2009; Williams, 2019). 

 When discussing responsibility, decolonization was cited several times by the 

participants and Elder during our talking circle as a reminder of Canada’s history and the role 

education played via residential schools in the assimilation of Indigenous peoples, their 

languages and cultures. (Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 2015). Wendy’s words, “I think 

often, every day, about what this Euro-centric, westernized model of education has done for our 

children, it continues to still impact our children,” remind us that despite our individual and/or 

collective understanding of Indigenous ways of knowing, we must continue to reflect, challenge, 

and build on current teaching practices and beliefs by reaching out, collaborating, and sharing 

questions about his issue. Indigenous researchers, scholars, and educators across Canada 

continue to model and share approaches to researching, writing, and teaching that reflect 

progressive pan-Indigenous or place/language-specific perspectives and point to the critical role 

that Elders play in this process (Kirkness and Barnhardt, 1991; Lavallée, 2009; Little Bear, 2009; 

Kovach 2009; Thomas, 2005; Wilson, 2008). My decisions to invite Elder Sally Williams from 
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Gwawa’enuxw Tribe as co-investigator and Danielle Alphonse from Cowichan First Nation as 

supervisor, grew from my understandings on Indigenous knowledge and my desire to embrace 

and implement an Indigenous research methodology throughout this study. 

 Relevance and Well-being. As described in the First Peoples’ Principles of Learning, 

“learning ultimately supports the well-being of the self, the family, the community, the land, the 

spirits and the ancestors” (FNESC, n.d.). The role of well-being and its connection to learning is 

referenced in the literature on Indigenous knowledge and is often attributed to interconnected 

relationships and understanding the merit in other people, places and things (Kovach, 2009; 

Lavallée, 2009; Wilson, 2008). In general, participants described narrative assessment as a 

strength-based process that enables them to identify and plan for the individual capabilities of 

their students as well as create an inclusive and safe learning environment. Listening, observing, 

and one-to-one interactions were cited as skills which enabled the participants and Elder to 

discover and focus on the strengths of others.  Likewise, research in the field highlighted that 

narrative assessment enables educators to use student strengths to document learning and 

monitor progress (Busio, 2016; MacDonald, 2006; Rowan, 2011). Furthermore, listening and 

observing are widely referenced as fundamental qualities for establishing relationships in both 

Indigenous research and in theory about narrative assessment (Kovach, 2009; Moss, 2016; 

Rinaldi, 2001; Wilson, 2008; Wrum, 2005).  

 Within Relevance and Well-being, ideas also emerged from participants that narrative 

assessment was a joyful practice which created space for humour, play, and emergent learning 

opportunities. Motivation, delight, and enthusiasm were evident throughout our talking circle as 

participants shared their personal perspectives on using narrative assessment to document and 

share student learning with others. On a personal level, I recently reflected that having written 
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several learning stories after school, I was feeling better about what was happening in my class 

and that, despite the time it took out of classroom prep or work related to this thesis, the process 

enabled me to feel purpose and meaning in my time alongside children. Ideas related to wellness, 

motivation, and content are similarly documented in the research about narrative assessment 

(Busio, 2016; MacDonald, 2006; Niles, 2016) and University of Regina’s (2016) study, Seeking 

our Voices, reported that Indigenous students’ cite humour as motivation for attending class (pp. 

135-136). And finally, on well-being, I am reminded of the teachings Elder Sally William’s often 

shares with us as she visits our classroom, that when happiness and positive energy goes into 

something it will thrive. 

 Reciprocity and Being Together. When considering how I would move forward with 

collecting data for this research, I was immediately drawn to the idea of using a talking circle 

where participants sit together, face to face and where each voice is heard as equal. The talking 

circle represents a safe place where participants can listen and share with an open heart as well as 

benefit from feelings of belonging and connectedness. These elements align with the concept of 

reciprocity, a term consistently cited in literature on Indigenous knowledge, that represents 

shared learning and views all individuals as both teachers and students (Kirkness and Barnhardt, 

1991; Williams, 2019; Wilson, 2008). The data collected as part of this research also indicated 

that participants see reciprocity as a critical way to build relationships with students and have 

found that narrative assessment is a process which invites shared learning and the co-

construction of new ideas. Participants credited time spent sitting alongside students, listening, 

and asking questions, as essential for understanding a child’s personal story. Similarly, the 

concepts of reciprocity and co-construction of knowledge are consistent with published research 
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and theory on both pedagogical documentation (Moss, 2016; Rinaldi, 2001; Wrum, 2005) and 

learning stories (Carr, 2001; Carr and Lee, 2012). 

 In order to co-construct knowledge in an authentic fashion, educators must be willing to 

remove their ‘teacher-as-knowledge-holder’ hats and be open to accept the experiences, 

questions, and insight that students bring to the classroom. Participants in this research reported 

that they valued taking part in student-led learning and credited B.C.’s renewed curriculum and 

the core competencies as contributing factors in making that process possible. Similarly, the 

learning story approach from New Zealand and the First Peoples Principles of Learning from 

B.C. both recognize and honour the notion of ‘learner identity’ and credit ‘dispositions’ or 

competencies as integral for developing these unique identities (Carr, 2001; Carr and Lee, 2012; 

FNESC, n.d.). Likewise, the Reggio Emilia approach, describes an educator’s ‘image of the 

child’ as an essential element that contributes to connecting, understanding, and valuing that 

student for their individual gifts (Cagliari, Castagnetti, Giudici, Rinaldi, Vecchi, & Moss, 2016; 

Rinaldi, 2001; Wrum, 2005). These points have demonstrated that the experiences and 

perceptions of the educators and Elder participating in this study align with wider research on 

reciprocity in the fields of narrative assessment as well as Indigenous knowledge. 

 Respect and Stories. As I conclude this piece of research it seems fitting to return full 

circle to where I began my journey, with stories. Initially my connection between narrative 

assessment and Indigenous ways of knowing felt slightly tokenistic and relied on the simple fact 

that story-telling was a traditional Indigenous practice used for providing teachings, life lessons, 

and history. While my own personal experiences using learning stories with families justified my 

decision to continue, I still felt something was missing. Later in the research process, my 

investigation into Indigenous research methodologies clarified for me the beliefs and principles 
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that guide Indigenous knowledge and enabled me to see both the significance of using narrative 

assessment and how my personal practice as an Indigenous educator is influenced by these ways 

of being. During our talking circle, participants acknowledged that narrative assessment was an 

effective method to communicate learning in a way that is visible and that fosters conversation 

between students, colleagues and families. Current research also suggested that sharing narrative 

assessment made learning more visible for parents, enabled families to have a deeper 

understanding about classroom activities, and fostered dialogue between teachers and families 

(Busio, 2016; MacDonald, 2006; Niles, 2016; Rowan, 2011). Mary Rowan’s (2011) study, 

Exploring the Possibilities of Learning Stories as a Meaningful Approach to Early Childhood 

Education in Nunavik, further described the connection between using learning stories and 

making Inuit cultural knowledge, language, and traditions more visible for children, educators, 

Elders, and families within the community of Inukjuak. 

 The role of displaying or sharing narrative assessment with other students, teachers, and 

families was described by the participants and Elder in this research as a valuable way to build 

and establish relationships with others. Furthermore, the importance of creating a safe and 

inclusive learning environment by nurturing relationships with students and others was cited by 

participants in this study as a valuable outcome of the narrative assessment process. The use of 

narrative assessment as a means to build relationships with students, families, and colleagues is 

cited extensively in the literature (Busio, 2016; Carr, 2001; Mesher, 2007; Rowan, 2011). 

Likewise, establishing and cultivating relationships is seen as a fundamental part of Indigenous 

knowledge and is embedded into all aspects of research, literature, and theory in the field 

(Archibald, 2008; Kirkness & Henderson, 1991; Wilson, 2008). In her book Strength in Our 

“Ways of Knowing” Elder Sally Williams describes “the importance of relationship building 



NARRATIVE ASSESSMENT   

 

 

49  

within families and communities” and says that the purpose is “to create harmony…to love each 

other…and to treat others the way you would like to be treated” (Williams, 2018, pp. 8-9). 

 The central findings have indicated that through narrative assessment participants in this 

research are using many of the First Peoples’ Principles of Learning in their teaching and 

assessment practices and that they see genuine benefits in applying these principles to daily life 

in their classrooms. Furthermore, it is clear that these principles alongside B.C.’s redesigned 

curriculum, with its focus on competency-based learning, have contributed to an on-going shift 

in practice from teacher-as-knowledge-holder toward a more inclusive and collaborative process 

which invites student-led and collaborative co-learning opportunities. A focus on understanding 

and valuing student strengths was identified as a key way to foster inclusion as well as establish 

relationships between students, educators, families, and community members, such as Elders and 

was cited in this study and aligns with research in the field. 

Implications for Practice 

 In order to explore implications for practice, I return to the four interconnected themes in 

this study which are represented as a circle in Figure 1 with self, students, family, and 

community at its core. As part of choosing to use an Indigenous research methodology for this 

study, it is my responsibility to uncover how this research connects beyond myself to the people, 

places, and things I seek to learn from, support, and uplift. In Elder Sally Williams’ words “our 

children, our families, our communities, they are the strengths behind us [and] as we help them 

we have to remember that we’re walking side by side…because we all have something to share” 

(personal communication, March 14, 2019). 

 



NARRATIVE ASSESSMENT   

 

 

50  

 Community and Families. Throughout this study the role of family and community is 

reflected as a valuable element in establishing and nurturing healthy relationships between 

educators and students. As this study suggests, narrative assessment is a strength-based approach 

that invites dialogue between educators and families in order to establish a shared vision of a 

learner. While the British Columbia school system today is driving change through the 

redesigned curriculum and by promoting Indigenous perspectives through resources such as the 

First Peoples’ Principles of Learning, as educators we must continue to challenge our current 

practices and reflect on how our personal histories influence the choices we make in how we 

connect with, teach, and assess our students. In moving forward, school systems and 

administrators should consider the role of mentorship within schools and build capacity for 

establishing a culture of shared teaching and learning among the school community, including: 

school staff, volunteers, families, board members, and community organizations. 

 When I began planning this research I recall sharing an early draft plan with Elder Sally 

and she told me that parent perspectives were missing and that this project needs to hear from 

families; unfortunately given the systemic constraints and timeframes required for research 

approval I was unable to move in that direction but recognize that this is a next step in my own 

learning journey with narrative assessment. Canada’s history with the residential school system 

has created barriers for many Indigenous students and families who remain uncomfortable with 

the institutional and standardized approaches often represented within the school system; As 

educators it is our responsibility to reach out, connect, reflect, and be present with those who are 

most in need in order to move forward together. The support of Elders is invaluable in this 

process as they provide guidance, knowledge, and teachings in a way that honours well-being 
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and balance as we move forward to support Indigenous children and families within the B.C. 

public school system. 

 Students. As we consider students alongside implications for practice, this study has 

indicated that creating time throughout the school day to observe and listen to students is vital in 

order to establish learning environments where all children feel included, welcome, and safe. 

Furthermore, participants cited the benefit of remaining flexible and willing to engage in 

emergent learning opportunities that arise alongside students and credited learners with insight, 

knowledge, and understanding that contributed to the co-construction of new ideas. Continued 

application and understanding of the core competencies along with the First Peoples’ Principles 

of Learning as frameworks for student self-assessment and shared planning will enable students 

to build on their own capabilities as well as generate learning environments where collaboration 

is celebrated, and student voice is the norm. Participants reported that displaying and sharing 

narrative assessment within a classroom leads to further dialogue about learning and places 

students at the centre of conversations as experts or leaders on individual topics. This serves as a 

reminder that as educators there remains significant value in sharing student learning and 

progress in a visible way that honours and uplifts students as well as invites connections with 

others. And finally, I feel compelled to include here the FPPL “learning involves patience and 

time,” which embodies the message that, as we move past this research, we must strive to take 

time to slow down and be present with our students in order to hear their ideas, opinions, and 

feelings in order to give them the purpose to return to school each day (FNESC, n.d.).  

  Self. Narrative assessment or as I most often refer to them, learning stories, have taught 

me the value of slowing down, listening, and stepping back to learn alongside students by asking 

questions, making connections, and wondering about the world around me. Having used this 
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approach for over ten years, I have learned how to capture emergent or incidental moments 

throughout the day as a means to engage and support learners and I recognize that a deep 

understanding of the curriculum is needed into order to implement this practice effectively. This 

research has enabled me to reflect on my own personal practice and to see that most often I use 

learning stories to communicate with families as well as to establish next steps in planning for 

my students. During our talking circle several participants described the value of sharing learning 

stories with students themselves, and while I have done this, this renewed knowledge serves as 

an excellent reminder for me of the benefit in re-visiting and reading old learning stories 

alongside my students.  

 My choice to use an Indigenous research methodology requires that I reflect on my 

relationship with the research as well as how I am fulfilling my obligation to share the 

knowledge that was co-created alongside participants in a way that benefits the wider 

community. To begin, this research enabled me to develop a more meaningful understanding of 

Indigenous knowledge and uncovered within me an awareness of the values and beliefs that 

guide who I am as a person, educator, and researcher. Listening, reciprocity, and the co-

construction of ideas have always resonated with me as ‘ways to be’ alongside other people and 

have informed my teaching practice over the years. I realize now that my attraction and 

connection to narrative assessment so many years ago was because it applied these principles 

into its process and, as such, resonated with my inner values. As my research unfolded and I 

began to see the profound connections between narrative assessment and Indigenous knowledge 

I felt compelled to uncover this topic. 

 My obligation as a researcher extends first, to acknowledge Elder Sally Williams my co-

investigator who privileged me with time, teachings, and encouragement to embark on this 
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research and whose insight and voice is reflected throughout this study. While not always 

possible, as Indigenous researchers we must strive to create space for Elders to be included in the 

research process and seek to invite their perspectives in ways that are culturally safe and that 

promote an understanding of their purpose. Next, as a researcher I am obligated to acknowledge 

the eight participants who took time out of their busy lives to share their perspectives on 

narrative assessment and Indigenous ways of knowing as it relates to their personal teaching 

practice. Our talking circle marked a starting point for future conversations about teaching, 

learning, and assessment and demonstrated how knowledge can grow from collaboration and 

through shared relationships with others. 

Next Steps 

 This study, through the use of an Indigenous research methodology, provides readers 

with insights about the connections between narrative assessment and Indigenous ways of 

knowing. Furthermore, it demonstrates, through the exploration of both narrative assessment and 

Indigenous knowledge, the important role that relationships play in the co-construction of new 

ideas. Given the relatively small number of participants in this study, this research does not 

provide a high degree of generalizability for the wider population of educators. The qualitative 

nature of this study with an emphasis on collaboration and the co-construction of emergent 

knowledge demonstrates the significant role that relationship can play in academic research and 

provides readers with insight on how to implement an Indigenous methodology within 

institutional systems. 

 While participants in this study identified as educators using narrative assessment as part 

of their regular teaching practice, further research should be conducted within school districts 

across B.C. in order to determine how many educators are familiar with and/or are using this 
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assessment approach. Additionally, a more in-depth action research that features mentorship 

between experienced narrative assessment users alongside first time users would potentially 

result in interesting findings on this approach. Research connecting the use of narrative 

assessment as a means to inform the Individualized Education Plan (IEP) process interests me 

and also warrants further investigation. And finally, in line with recommendations from co-

investigator Elder Sally Williams, further analysis of the connection between narrative 

assessment and Indigenous ways of knowing should be explored alongside families in order to 

understand and include their perspectives on the process.  

Summary 

 Chapter 5 outlines the central findings of this study and connects the four themes which 

emerged from the analyzed data with theory and research in the fields of narrative assessment 

and Indigenous knowledge (see Figure 1). This section also describes implications for practice 

and draws on the relational nature of this study by exploring how the knowledge created through 

this research might support community/families, students, and self. Finally, this chapter suggests 

next steps and makes recommendations for future research. 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore teacher perceptions of narrative 

assessment and its connection to Indigenous knowledge as reflected in the First Peoples’ 

Principles of Learning. My choice to pursue an Indigenous research methodology grew from a 

project that I completed as part of my Masters’ programme in Special Education. The project 

introduced me to this approach and ultimately led me to make more meaningful connections 

between the narrative assessment process and Indigenous knowledge. This research has 

motivated me seek out Indigenous scholars within Canada, enabled me to build understanding 

about Indigenous methodologies, and challenged me to reflect more deeply about my own 
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responsibilities an Indigenous educator/researcher. Furthermore, this approach has encouraged 

me to think more carefully about relationships and how they connect to and shape the way new 

knowledge is created, documented, and shared with others.  

 I began this study by describing my personal experiences using narrative assessment as 

an inclusive approach to support students whose strengths are not always captured through 

standardized assessments and tests. It goes on to explain some issues facing the education system 

in British Columbia including the persistent goal of improving outcomes for Indigenous students 

which requires a willingness to understand and explore Indigenous perspectives on teaching and 

learning. The literature review names Indigenous knowledge as the principal theory grounding 

this research and offers insight into both pedagogical documentation and learning stories which I 

refer to broadly as narrative assessment in this paper. Current research in the fields of narrative 

assessment in schools, narrative assessment and inclusion, as well as Indigenous assessment 

practices were located and represented via Kirkness and Barnhardt’s 4R’s: respect, relevance, 

reciprocity and responsibility (1991).  

 Ten participants, including myself and co-investigator Kwakwaka’wakw Elder Sally 

Williams gathered as part of a talking circle to share perspectives on the use of narrative 

assessment and its connection to Indigenous ways of knowing. The presence of an Elder during 

our talking circle added depth to our collective voice and encouraged us to continue on our 

learning journey in supporting children and families with time and patience. Our talking circle 

resulted in a rich body of data that represented our interconnected ideas and feelings about 

narrative assessment and its relationship with Indigenous knowledge. Four main themes, each 

with two sub-themes are detailed in chapter 4 with central findings, implications for practice, and 

recommendations in the final chapter of this study.   
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 As I conclude this research paper, I would like to acknowledge the important role that 

Elder Sally William’s played in this research. I am grateful for the gentle encouragement, time, 

and teachings she has shared with me over the years. Her constant drive to see the strengths and 

uplift others is a reminder for me that narrative assessment is an approach that fosters positive 

relationships with students, families, and colleagues as well as honours the unique gifts that 

children bring to school each day. Finally, Sally’s words about time, patience and reciprocity are 

important as we seek to find new approaches within the education system, such as narrative 

assessment, that transfer Indigenous ways of knowing into practice: “Slowing down and 

recognizing that there is more than one way of teaching, more than one way of connecting, more 

than one way of being a teacher, becoming a learner.”  
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APPENDIX A - Recruitment Poster 

PARTICIPANTS NEEDED FOR RESEARCH IN NARRATIVE ASSESSMENT 

My name is Melanie Midgley and I am conducting a research project on Narrative Assessment in order 
to complete a thesis for my Masters’ in Education - Special Education at Vancouver Island University. 

This research is being supervised by Danielle Alphonse, the BC Regional Chair in Aboriginal Early 
Childhood Development and member of Cowichan Tribe and also includes Kwakwaka’wakw Elder Sally 

Williams, as a co-investigator. As a Métis educator myself, this research has been designed using an 
Indigenous research methodology and seeks to co-create knowledge alongside participants through 

reciprocal listening, shared reflection and by establishing relationships throughout the process. 

We are looking for volunteers to take part in a qualitative self-study on the experience and perceptions 
of educators’ who use narrative assessment in their classroom in order to examine how this practice 

aligns with Indigenous ways of knowing. 

As a participant in this study, you would be asked to: 

Participate in one semi-structured group interview which will be held in a talking circle format alongside 
Kwakwaka’wakw Elder Sally Williams - data will be collected via audio-recording and photos (Sunday, 

February 24th 2019). 

Your participation is entirely voluntary would require a TOTAL of 2 hours to participate in this research. 
As researcher, I will also be keeping a researcher’s journal to collect data on my own reflections, 

observations and experiences throughout the process.  

As data for this research will be collected via a talking circle, I, as the researcher, cannot ensure complete 

privacy and confidentiality. In order to mitigate this, all participants are asked to indicate their 

understanding of this issue via the consent form. 

 

In line with the requirements of VIU’s Research Ethics Board, it is my responsibility to inform any 

participants that, as part of this research, there is a potential conflict of interest due to interpersonal 

relationships between participants and researcher. However, as per the relational nature of an Indigenous 

research methodology, this study acknowledges that “all things are related and therefore relevant” 

(Wilson, S. 2008, p. 58) indicating that pre-existing interpersonal relationships between researcher and 

participants are considered an important and meaningful aspect when sharing knowledge and experiences. 
Wilson, S. (2008). Research is ceremony: Indigenous research methods. Winnipeg, MB: Fernwood Publishing.  

In appreciation of your time, snacks and beverages will be provided at the talking circle. 

 

To learn more about this study or to participate in this study please contact: 

 

Principal Investigator:       This study is supervised by: 

MELANIE MIDGLEY       DANIELLE ALPHONSE 

melaniemidgley@gmail.com       Danielle.Alphonese@viu.ca 
  

mailto:melaniemidgley@gmail.com
mailto:Danielle.Alphonese@viu.ca
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APPENDIX B - Talking Circle Interview Questions  

 

RESPECT: 

 

How does using narrative assessment prompt your observational and listening skills? 

 

How does narrative assessment enable you to build relationships with others (students, 

colleagues, families)? 

 

 

RELEVANCE:   

 

What role do the First Peoples’ Principles of Learning play in your classroom and assessment 

practices? 

 

In what ways do you feel narrative assessment aligns with BC’s redesigned curriculum? 

 

 

RECIPROCITY: 

 

What is the value as an educator to collaborate with students and/or co-construct knowledge 

alongside a student? 

 

What role does reflection play when you use narrative assessment? 

 

 

RESPONSIBILITY: 

 

In what ways does using narrative assessment enable you to be a more inclusive practitioner? 

 

What tensions do you feel when using narrative assessment? 
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APPENDIX C – Sample ‘sketchnote’ used during talking circle  
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APPENDIX C – Sample ‘sketchnote’ used during talking circle  
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APPENDIX D – First Peoples’ Principles of Learning  

This poster, published by First Nation Education Steering Committee (FNESC), is widely used 

within the British Columbia public school system as a resource for educators to use/incorporate 

into their teaching and learning practices.  

 

 

Retrieved from: http://www.fnesc.ca/wp/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/PUB-LFP-POSTER-

 Principles-of-Learning-First -Peoples-poster-11x17.pdf  
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