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Abstract
This inquiry was framed in Nuu-chah-nulth worldview. This thesis comes after the
announcement of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (2015b) Calls to Action and
demonstrates a collaboration toward reconciliation between an academic institution and
Indigenous community. This research knowledge was gathered in accordance with the Royal
Roads University (2011) Research Ethics Policy. This thesis explored the postsecondary
experiences of Indigenous students through narrative exchanges to better understand how the
academic institute could enhance the overall learning experience for Indigenous students. A
wholistic approach of the Indigenous postsecondary student journey was followed with a
particular focus on strategies to strengthen the engagement and support that can be offered by the
academy. The offered guidance to the academic institute supports positive change initiatives,
which considers intellectual, emotional, physical, and spiritual space to enhance the opportunity
for Indigenous students to feel supported to bring their whole selves into their academic world.
Keywords: Indigenous knowledge, postsecondary education, leadership
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing
My ancestral name is t̓up̓ałʕaqsa, which was given to me by my grandmother. It means
woman of the ocean, akin to a mermaid. I am Nuu-chah-nulth from the Ahousaht Nation.
Ahousaht is located on the West Coast of Vancouver Island, a remote community accessed
mainly by boat. I was raised by my grandparents, Andrew and Sarah Webster (mit), in Victoria,
British Columbia (BC), the traditional territories of the Coast and Straits Salish Peoples. I was
always told that I was moved to the city to receive access to a better education; however, being
raised by my grandparents was an honour because it was through their upbringing that they
instilled in me strong cultural values.
In framing this inquiry, I will share a story about competing priorities. I registered for
college immediately after high school. During my second year of college, I received the gift of
my first son. Two years later, the gift of my second son was born. My grandparents supported
my education by caring for my boys as I continued with school; however, the competing
priorities as a new young family had a negative impact on my education. I found myself in a
cycle of registering for classes, miss a class for work or family obligation, feel ashamed for
missing a class and miss another, and end up withdrawing or failing the class. I took a break
from my attempts at higher education. A number of years later, I received the gift of my third
son. When my third son was a toddler and my older boys were now teenagers, I was about to
register for college again when I realized I had developed a pattern of registering for classes and
not completing all of them. Though ashamed at these unsuccessful attempts at higher education, I
was always content at the success of the other priorities; such as my family and my employment.
I reflected deeply at the patterns I had developed that kept leading to unsuccessful attempts and I
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began to strategize on how to be successful in both areas. I identified specific areas that I knew
would cause me to spiral out of school, like the example of missing a class. Among other life
areas identified, I created my own personal set of rules as a strategy to keep family and school of
equal priority. These rules required difficult conversations with my support system such as my
sons, husband, grandparents, and other family members. I negotiated alternative plans with my
family such as having a birthday lunch instead of birthday dinner, if the birthday fell on the same
day that I had night classes. My family understood and continued to support. Responsibility to
family is important in Nuu-chah-nulth values, which is why I prioritized family over my class;
however, the value of family and community support is also important. In my prioritizing, it was
important for me to reframe my pursuit of higher education with a cultural value that aligned
with balancing both priorities. My upbringing always focused on receiving a higher education,
and although I had many years of unsuccessful attempts at postsecondary, it is the balancing of
priorities in personal values that keep me pursuing higher education while maintaining a
responsibility to family.
As an Indigenous student, these personal experiences have guided me to this topic.
Throughout this inquiry, I engaged with other self-identified Indigenous students, current and
alumni, to exchange stories to understand how they navigated the balance between cultural and
academic worlds to be successful in their educational journey. I was honoured to witness stories
of postsecondary experiences of Indigenous students from the perspective of Indigenous students
themselves. Furthermore, I was honoured to be able to present these experiences to a partner
within the academic institute who was willing to hear and learn from the knowledge gathered.
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My partner organization in this inquiry is the School of Leadership Studies (SoLS)
Master of Arts (MA) in Leadership program at Royal Roads University (RRU). A full list of
acronyms can be found in the introductory pages of this thesis. The vision of SoLS “is to connect
scholarship with practice to change the world, one leader at a time” (RRU, n.d.-b, Our Vision
section, para. 1). As such, the MA Leadership program, designed for working professionals,
offers a blend of online learning with two on-campus residency experiences (RRU, n.d.-a). SoLS
MA Leadership program was also interested in the experiences of Indigenous postsecondary
students and so with this knowledge, we began our work together. This bidirectional engagement
offered a real opportunity to create positive change for both the academic institution and the
Indigenous students they admit.
The primary inquiry question was explored: How can the School of Leadership Studies
Master of Arts in Leadership program enhance the overall learning experience for Indigenous
students so that they feel they are being true to their Indigenous values while being in the
academy? To consider the primary inquiry question further, I explored the following inquiry
subquestions:
1. What is working well for Indigenous students in the current way the program runs?
2. What does ideal support, design, and/or curriculum look like to Indigenous students?
3. What positive changes can be implemented to enhance the program for Indigenous
students?
4. What resources and supports will be needed to successfully implement
recommendations?
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My intention with these questions were to understand the strength-based techniques of
Indigenous values within a cultural context, that Indigenous students utilized to maintain a
commitment to success in higher education. Moreover, I was interested in identifying areas of
growth opportunity, and offer guidance, to SoLS MA Leadership program who host Indigenous
students.
Significance of the Inquiry
There is an interest by Indigenous Peoples and academic institutions to have increased
success of Indigenous postsecondary students. For example, the Ministry of Advanced Education
(2012) worked with Aboriginal postsecondary education partners that included the First Nations
Education Steering Committee, the Indigenous Adult and Higher Learning Association, the
Métis Nation BC, the First Nations Public Service, BC Colleges, BC Association of Universities
and Institutes, and the Research Universities’ Council of British Columbia to create an
Aboriginal Policy Framework and Action Plan and described it as “a plan for improving postsecondary opportunities and outcomes for First Nations, Métis and Inuit peoples” (Ministry of
Advanced Education, 2012, p. 2). Through this thesis work, I hope to enhance understanding
between Indigenous cultural practices and academic worlds; and in particular, between SoLS,
Indigenous Education and Student Services (IESS) at RRU, as well as the self-identified
Indigenous students of RRU. This collaboration between culture and academy demonstrates a
joint effort to enhance the shared learning and understanding of Indigenous ways of knowing and
being in the academy.
For my partner organization, the timing aligned with the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of Canada (TRC, 2015b) Calls to Action initiatives, including the following:
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Call 62.ii to “educate teachers on how to integrate Indigenous knowledge and
teaching methods into classroom” (p. 7).

•

Call 63.ii, which refers to “sharing information and best practices on teaching
curriculum” (p. 7).

•

Call 63.iii, which refers to “building student capacity for intercultural understanding,
empathy, and mutual respect” (p. 7).

•

Call 63.iv, which refers to “identifying teacher-training needs related to [Indigenous
content]” (p. 7).

Given the historical experiences within academic institutions that Indigenous Peoples
have endured, the importance of collaboration in this inquiry will benefit both Indigenous and
academic communities by having a direct impact on curriculum development in SoLS MA
Leadership program.
In addition to my partner organization, I collaborated with an inquiry team that supported
this thesis and the Indigenous Alumni Survey1 project. The inquiry team was comprised of selfselected members from the Heron People—a group of Old Ones from the local Indigenous
communities who advise on Indigenous matters within the RRU community. Working with the
local Indigenous community is a key element in ensuring the process is guided and enacted in a
good way. I also worked with a Nuu-chah-nulth Elder because this is where the roots of my
being and understanding originate. It was a great honour having their knowledge contribute to
the inquiry and participate in the creation of a positive change initiative within an academic

1

I am a Research Assistant of the Indigenous Alumni Survey, working with Principal Investigator
Dr. Kathy Bishop and Co-Researchers Drs. Elizabeth Hartney and Wanda Krause.
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institution that will support and contribute to the educational success of the next generation of
Indigenous students. By having this support system of Elders and Old Ones available within the
academic institute is, in itself, already an established path to integrating culture within the
academy. My hope is to amplify the good work being done at the university, and with SoLS
specifically.
Finally, as mentioned earlier, it was my personal experience in postsecondary studies that
had guided me to this topic. I experienced a moment of realization that lead me to reflect deeply
on the patterns I had developed that resulted in unsuccessful attempts at postsecondary studies.
In my experiences, the practice of honouring cultural values was always a success although it
compromised the completion of academic responsibilities. I did not feel alone in this experience,
which is why learning about the experiences of other Indigenous students was important to the
inquiry. An Old One shared with me that Indigenous students should try not to worry about their
extensive involvement in cultural responsibility in community while pursuing higher education;
others in the community will step up and take on those responsibilities. Once the student has
completed their educational journey, it will then be the responsibility of the student who
completed their postsecondary studies to engage more with cultural involvement to support the
community while other students concentrate on higher education.
The significance of establishing relationships with other Indigenous postsecondary
students is to exchange stories and share knowledge. From the knowledge gathered, I hope to
transfer the knowledge in a way that will benefit other Indigenous students in their educational
journey as well as offer opportunities for an academic institution’s ability to understand and
support Indigenous students while they are guests in their institute. For SoLS MA Leadership
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program specifically, this inquiry provided an opportunity for an academic institute to work
collaboratively in a positive change initiative. This opportunity to impact both Indigenous and
non-Indigenous students, as well as other community members internal and external to RRU,
will demonstrate leadership from the academic institution.
Without research similar to this, the two-world phenomenon between culture and
academy may continue to be experienced by Indigenous postsecondary students. Additionally,
continued misunderstanding of Indigenous students within the academy, and Indigenous people
in general, will be continued if there are no change initiatives by academic institutions. The work
to find ways of inclusion that provide Indigenous students the ability to bring their whole selves
into the academy will have exponential benefits to Indigenous students, Indigenous communities,
academic institutions, and society. Imagine a world in which the strength of Indigenous
knowledge and values can coexist in a healthy and mutually beneficial way that will be honoured
and respected by all Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians.
Overview of the Thesis
Throughout this journey, the words of Indigenous scholars have resonated and had an
impact on me. For example, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) wrote, “The word itself, ‘research,’ is
probably one of the dirtiest words in the [I]ndigenous world’s vocabulary” (p. 1). I connected
with this statement because I too was brought up negotiating internal mistrust about Western
contexts, especially about Indigenous research. Kathy Absolon (2011) presented her work as “a
petal flower with roots (worldview), centre flower (self), leaves (journey), stem (analytical
backbone) and petals (methods)” (p. 12). Inspired by Absolon, I also used other ways of
describing this journey such as knowledge gathering (data collection), knowledge-sharing
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providers (participants), sense-making (data analysis), and others. With intention, I prioritize
Indigenous knowledge and language as an opportunity to share a different worldview not
common in academy. My journey traversing culture and academy also recognized the traversing
nature of the two-worlds and so sometimes, academic terminology is used.
In the following pages, Chapter 2, the literature review, will explore Indigenous
Education from both Indigenous representation and Academic Institutional perspectives. This
will be followed by Chapter 3, which describes methodology, knowledge-gathering (data
collection) methods, knowledge-sharing providers (participants), this journey through the project
(study conduct), sense-making (data analysis) and integrity (validity) of the knowledge gathered,
as well as ethical considerations. I will then provide the details in Chapter 4 of the knowledge
gathered (findings) and sense-making of the knowledge gathered (conclusions). This will lead up
to the humbly offered guidance (recommendations) to the partner organization in Chapter 5 and
will conclude with the implications for future inquiry.
This inquiry provides an insight into Indigenous student experiences at RRU and is
intended to act as a catalyst to create positive change. Positive change may occur in different
ways for different people. For Indigenous students traversing culture and academy, sharing lived
experiences and stories will offer other Indigenous students the opportunity to recognize their
own strength-based values as resources to a successful academic journey. For the academy
receiving this knowledge, perhaps it will offer an opportunity to translate and view academy in a
cultural context representative of Indigenous values. I lift my hands with many thanks that the
SoLS MA Leadership program is walking this journey with me, to begin and renew leadership
initiatives.
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature
This literature review synthesizes key concepts relevant to the inquiry question: How can
the School of Leadership Studies Master of Arts in Leadership program enhance the overall
learning experience for Indigenous students so that they feel they are being true to their
Indigenous values while being in the academy? The two main topics identified for review are
(a) Indigenous education from an academic institutional perspective and (b) Indigenous
education from an Indigenous perspective.
These main topics reflect two perspectives of the inquiry; one perspective is the academy
would like to understand how it can enhance the overall learning experience for Indigenous
students, and the other perspective is exploring what Indigenous students identify as Indigenous
values, that can be supported within the academy. This inquiry parallels traversing culture and
academy with walking between two-worlds.
Walking Between Two-worlds
The phenomena of Indigenous students traversing culture and academy is a feeling of
walking between and/or within two-worlds; this is not a new depiction. In some articles by
Indigenous scholars, two-worlds is sometimes used to reference the physical world and the
spiritual world. Umeek Atleo (2004) shared, “The two worlds, the spiritual and physical, were
originally as interactive as any two closely related communities today” (p. 45). This is important
to understand, as the spiritual realm is important in Nuu-chah-nulth worldview. Marie Battiste
(2008) explained, “The personal and tribal experience with their immediate environment and
with their personal and intense interaction with the spiritual world provided the core foundations
for knowledge” (p. 499). Although the physical and spiritual worlds are not the two-worlds used
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in this inquiry, this literature illuminates the importance of the spiritual world in Indigenous
worldviews.
In other articles, the two-world phenomenon references the Indigenous worldview and
that of ‘other’ worldview. For example, Carolyn Kenny (2012) wrote, “Contemporary leadership
demands that Aboriginal leaders make bridges between many worlds … bridge-building are
often referred to as ‘living between two worlds’” (p. 4). In my analysis of two-worlds, this
highlights the world of ‘other’ in Indigenous contexts, which can refer to experiencing cultural
differences other than your own such as in employment, education, or visiting other territories.
Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012), a Māori scholar, wrote about the experience of Indigenous people
in the academy and the “whole array of issues about the ways we relate inside and outside of our
own communities, inside and outside the academy, and between all those different worlds”
(p. 14). In her writings, she prioritized Indigenous knowledge, particularly Māori knowledge,
within the academy. Furthermore, in a survey of Canadian Indigenous postsecondary students,
the purpose of that report was “to show policy makers, funders and postsecondary institutions
that Indigenous students are conscious of walking in two worlds” (Indspire, 2018, p. 2). The twoworlds in this inquiry is described as the way in which Indigenous students experience the world
while pursuing higher education, referred to as academy in this inquiry, and the way in which
Indigenous students experience their lives outside the academic institution, identified as culture
in this inquiry.
Academy
In this inquiry, academy used in the two-world sense, is referring to Western academic
culture; in other words, it is the way a Western academic institution is experienced by Indigenous
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students. Academic institutions, as an organization, also have culture. Schein (1990) explained,
“Organizations can be presumed to have ‘strong’ cultures because of a long shared history”
(p. 112), but added, “the content and strength of a culture have to be empirically determined”
(p. 113). It is through these long-shared experiential histories that make institutional change
difficult. Here are a few examples of how Canadian academic institutions are currently
addressing academic culture. One university encouraged connections to faculty and staff,
program and service supports, and balanced, healthy and organized lifestyle (Simon Fraser
University, n.d.), while another university addressed behaviour and expectations (University of
British Columbia, n.d.). Yet another university took it a step further by illustrating their academic
culture using a ‘holistic wellness’ wheel, sometimes written as ‘wholistic’ (see Absolon, 2011;
Pidgeon, 2016), in which the following dimensions are captured: academic, career, cultural,
emotional, financial, physical, social and spiritual (McGill University, n.d.). As an Indigenous
student, the presentation of academic culture using a wellness wheel is familiar and
representative of what culture would feel like for me. Jo-ann Archibald (2008) explained, “An
Indigenous philosophical concept of holism refers to the interrelatedness between the
intellectual, spiritual (metaphysical values and beliefs and the Creator), emotional, and physical
(body and behaviour/action)” (p. 11) and added “the image of a circle is used by many First
Nations peoples to symbolize wholeness, completeness, and ultimately wellness” (p. 11). There
are many adaptations and use of the wellness wheel.
Culture
I use the term Indigenous throughout this inquiry to include First Nations, Inuit, and
Métis people of Canada, but do so respectfully, recognizing that each has distinguishable beliefs,
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protocols, and languages. Other terms such as First Nations, Inuit, Métis, and Aboriginal, used
by other authors I have left intact.
Culture, within this inquiry, is referring to Indigenous culture; the world experienced by
Indigenous students when not in the academic institution. Battiste (2013) described culture as
“an educational concept that allowed Euro-Canadians to focus on empowering the deprived and
the powerless, yet not having to confront any explanation or evaluation of the effects of racism
or colonialism on these cultures or people” (p. 31). Her point was to make clear that culture does
not represent a uniform and unchanging description. As such, I use the term culture or cultural in
reference to Indigenous culture while respecting that there is a broad diversity of Indigenous
people’s beliefs, teachings, processes, protocols, and ceremony. Culture is not the same for every
Indigenous student. Michelle Pidgeon (2008) explained, “Aboriginal students are not
homogenous [sic]; they may be rural or urban, traditional or modern, reservation or nonreservation, deeply entrenched in their culture or in the process of discovering their Aboriginal
identity” (p. 354). Even when Indigenous students come from the same community, their lived
experience is also diverse. Further to this, on Vancouver Island, there are three distinct tribal
regions: Kwakwaka’wakw, Nuu-chah-nulth, and Coast Salish (Vancouver Island Economic
Alliance, n.d.), each with unique language and cultural practice. Moreover, the diversity in BC is
massive. Furthermore, the diversity expands for Indigenous Peoples nationally and
internationally.
As detailed in the next section, I will write about what I see as common threads about
how Indigenous Peoples were treated in Canada that forefronts the intergenerational impacts
faced by Indigenous Peoples. For many Indigenous students, the mistreatment of Indigenous
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Peoples in Canada has led to deep-rooted aversion to Western education or institutions and the
people who govern them. Indigenous students may fear the sense of assimilation related to the
policy enacted through Indian Residential Schools. Indigenous students could also fear the sense
of success, which for some, results in a feeling of rejection by community. Indigenous students
may also fear the sense of betrayal to previous generations who had negative experiences
associated with educational institutions. However, there are also common threads such as the
strength-based values associated within diverse Indigenous teachings, protocols, and ceremony.
Even with the intergenerational colonial impacts, there are strength-based values of resilience
passed on through generations from our ancestors. Resilience is not always without
complication, but I believe there is a way for Indigenous students to learn, find, and resource
their own cultural values into their academic journey so that it does not seem so much like living
between two-worlds. For example, resilience was complicated for me when the volume of tasks
felt too overwhelming to accomplish. My personal strategy in this is to take on one task, the
smallest most achievable task. I found that when I just take that one step of accomplishing one
task, the next task seems achievable and so I complete it. It is the resilience of completing one
small task at a time that navigates me through the complications. Therefore, when I reference
culture within this inquiry, I am referencing the culture of an Indigenous student and their
associated values system.
Academic Institutional Perspective of Indigenous Education
Initially, when I considered ‘academic institutional perspective,’ I imagined the literature
coming from non-Indigenous people presenting a Eurocentric view. I later recognized this a
personal mental model (Senge, 2006) I held of the academy. I shamefully admit that my vision,
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without intentional thought, has yet to include Indigenous scholars who most definitely
contribute to the academic institutional perspective as well. It is for these reasons I feel it is
important to begin with an outline of the history of culture and academy in Canada, and the
deeply ingrained assumptions about how the academic two-worlds took shape.
The two-worlds began with Indigenous Peoples of Canada being displaced and confined
to land reserves through the Government of Canada’s Indian Act (1985). In an attempt to
assimilate Indigenous Peoples into the Canadian state, government-funded, church-run Indian
Residential Schools were crafted to “take the Indian out of the child” (TRC, 2015a, p. 3), a
reference made by Canada’s first Prime Minister Sir John A. MacDonald. Residential schools
date back to the 1870s with the last Indian Residential School closing in the late 1990s.
Furthermore, the TRC (2015a) stated, “Canada separated children from their parents, sending
them to residential schools. This was done not to educate them, but primarily to break their link
to their culture and identity” (p. 2). This separation of children from families created
intergenerational trauma that is still felt and experienced to this day by Indigenous Peoples. The
Indian Residential School system created a “legacy of distrust towards the Canadian educational
systems (Dickason, 2004; Malatest, 2004; Office of the Auditor General, 2005)” (Restoule et al.,
2013, p. 1). It is this distrust, along with walking from the world of one’s own culture into a
world where postsecondary is “not reflective of the heritage, knowledge, or culture that the
students bring to education, or their skills and shared traditions” (Battiste, 2013, p. 29) that create
a direct correlation to academic culture being experienced as another world. The core of the
academic culture is derived from colonial beliefs and values of the Eurocentric worldview.
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There have been various commissions and committees constructed to evaluate Indigenous
postsecondary success rates. For example, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples
(RCAP), conducted a 6-year study and produced a five-volume report (Dussault & Erasmus,
1996). This report sought to “unravel the effects of generations of exploitation, violence,
marginalization, powerlessness, and enforced cultural imperialism on Aboriginal knowledge and
peoples” (Battiste, 2013, p. 25) but had little advancement. In 2004, the Council of Ministers of
Education, Canada, made Aboriginal Education a priority and began to find an appropriate
pedagogy, content, and inclusive processes in all the provinces and territories (Avison, as cited in
Battiste, 2013, p. 27). Later, in 2009, the Canadian Council on Learning noted the wide
discrepancy in postsecondary attainment between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students as
alarming (Timmons, 2013, p. 231). It is the long-shared history of mistreatment of Indigenous
people within the academy that makes it difficult to change how the academic culture is
experienced by Indigenous students. After all, “since the late 1960s and early 1970s, Canadian
governments (federal, provincial, and Aboriginal) and postsecondary institutions have made
concerted efforts to increase Aboriginal participation in higher education” (Pidgeon, Archibald,
& Hawkey, 2014, p. 2). However, Indigenous students continue to experience the two-world
phenomenon and the slow changing academic culture may be a contributor to the slow rise in the
recruitment and retention of Indigenous students.
Most recently the TRC (2015a) called on the nation to “witness, reflect, and react to the
cultural genocide experienced by Aboriginal People and the ongoing intergenerational legacy of
the residential school era” (Pidgeon, 2016, p. 79). This is the truth piece that needs to occur
before academic culture can transform and be experienced differently by Indigenous students.

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

26

Many Canadians still don’t know about Canada’s truth in the mistreatment of Indigenous
Peoples. Article 14 of the United Nations (2008) Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples, also referred to as UNDRIP, stated, “Indigenous individuals, particularly children, have
the right to all levels and forms of education of the State without discrimination” (p. 7). Though
we are on a journey toward reconciliation in Canada, we are not there yet. Until Indigenous
students can experience higher education with security and free from racism, there will still be
distrust toward academic institutions. How can we change and measure the story of academic
culture? Perhaps, it can begin through specific institutional strategic plans, or renewed vision and
mission statements. However, the academic population must share and believe in the institutional
goals. Perhaps a measure will be when Indigenous student success rates noticeably rise by
creating space for Indigenous knowledge to be included in a wholistic manner. Maybe it is when
Indigenous students comfortably shift between culture and academy similar to speaking two
languages, especially now that there is perceived support to do so. Possibly, and with hope, it is
when Indigenous students begin to tell the stories of their positive educational journey in higher
education that our next generations will learn to trust the academic institutions.
With the TRC’s (2015b) Calls to Action, institutions are empowered to create change at
various levels within the academy, from policy to practice. Furthermore, it is important that the
academy understand that it is a shared responsibility and that an informed understanding of
Indigenous worldviews comes from collaboration with Indigenous community members. This
sort of partnership or collaboration is a dynamic learning process as there are diverse nations to
learn from. Indigenous scholars have also been contributed to navigating the academic world by
exploring ways to decolonize and Indigenize the academy. This can be seen in publications such
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as 100 ways: Indigenizing and Decolonizing Academic Programs (Pete, 2016) and
Indigenization as Inclusion, Reconciliation, and Decolonization (Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018). It can
be seen in action through the documented journey within the academy of Indigenous scholars
such as Atleo (2004), Wilson (2008), Absolon (2011), and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012).
Indigenous Perspective of Indigenous Education
The literature of Indigenous Education from an Indigenous perspective is important
because it allows contribution and ownership to the foundation of Indian Control of Indian
Education (National Indian Brotherhood/Assembly of First Nations, 1972), which was
documented in a paper written in 1972 by the National Indian Brotherhood (now known as the
Assembly of First Nations). Though there are many other Indigenous perspectives of Indigenous
education, I present a brief summary of the following two areas whereby academic institutions
can learn from Indigenous students in the academy; first, from Indigenous scholars who have
achieved Western success within the institution and; second, from the voices of the Indigenous
students and community on whose traditional territory their university is situated.
Indigenous scholars who have successfully navigated the academic world are important
because I consider the writings of Indigenous scholars to be knowledge sharing through written
storytelling in place of the traditional oral storytelling. Additionally, including Indigenous
scholarly work demonstrates how strength-based values and protocols for integrating culture into
academy can be realized, thus bringing the two-worlds closer together or at least making the
translation between the two-worlds easier.
The stories of Indigenous scholars and knowledge transmission are important to this
inquiry because of the teachings that can be shared through story. Archibald (2008) suggested,

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

28

“Whenever Indigenous oral tradition is presented in textual form, the text limits the level of
understanding because it cannot portray the storyteller’s gestures, tone, rhythm, and personality”
(p. 17). While I agree with this to a certain degree, the words of the Indigenous scholars hold
values that remind me of stories and teachings of my own Nuu-chah-nulth culture. Furthermore,
I recall stories in a manner in which they were told to me, the gestures, tones, personality and
feelings in which I heard the story. For example, as a Nuu-chah-nulth person reading the Nuuchah-nulth worldview through Tsawalk (Atleo, 2004), the origin stories provided a close
reminder of the same stories, that I have heard within my family of our Nuu-chah-nulth histories
and stories. I fondly remember my grandparents and the stories they shared in our family. The
stories often initiate reflection and recollection of other Nuu-chah-nulth stories. Furthermore,
reading stories of other Indigenous scholars, regardless of region or territory, provided the same
reflective process that I would find similar to Nuu-chah-nulth stories and in this, their stories
make parallels to our Nuu-chah-nulth teachings.
Indigenous scholars have found creative ways of incorporating their Indigenous ways of
knowing, being and doing into scholarship and their work can be used as models for upcoming
Indigenous scholars. For example, Nuu-chah-nulth scholar Umeek Atleo (2004) used origin
stories to express the two-world experience between the physical and spiritual realms resulting in
the oosomich methodology that “is an acknowledgement of the cognitive limitations of the
physical domain” (p. 124). My understanding of this work is as an expression of translation of
Nuu-chah-nulth worldview to Westernized educational learning he experienced. Cree scholar,
Shawn Wilson (2008) wrote using two voices, “one academic and one more personal” (p. 9), to
display his two-world perspective of needing to be able to express himself a certain way within
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the academy. He used font style to differentiate between these voices. The scholarly work of
Anishinaabe scholar Kathy Absolon (2011) focused on Indigenous graduate theses because
“their successful completion evidences an acceptance within the academy and establishes
precedence of the application and legitimacy of Indigenous knowledge and methodologies
(p. 13). She also used descriptions of being on the land throughout her work that parallel Western
academic contexts. The work of these Indigenous scholars used storytelling techniques to serve
as strategies for illuminating lessons of cultural value. These Indigenous scholars have found
ways of bringing their worldview into the academy that are inspiring; they serve as a model to
incoming Indigenous scholars and in this, I recognize the connection of strength-based value
systems within their work. I relate because I had to reframe my academic world to include my
cultural world in order to be successful.
Other scholarly forms of literature that relate to the Indigenous perspective comes from
the voices of Indigenous student experiences. The articles presented for review have been
published by Indigenous and non-Indigenous people with or without the collaboration of
academic institutions or governing organizations. For this inquiry, it is the voices of Indigenous
students that are the priority.
Articles whose participants are Indigenous postsecondary students include Timmons
(2013), Gallop and Bastien (2016), N. L. Smith and Varghese (2016), to name a few. These
articles are important because they provide direct feedback from Indigenous students identifying
the supports and barriers to higher education. The findings within these studies provide an
opportunity to analyse and track any level of improvement from the time of that study to the
current state of Indigenous student perspective in the same institutions that they were conducted.
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Recognizing that people and places will be different for comparison, and for this inquiry, it is the
experiences of Indigenous students that will be evaluated to assess change.
Timmons (2013) surveyed 59 Indigenous students from nine Atlantic institutions in
Canada. This survey identified six areas of concern: (a) awareness of services/supports, “To
access supports, students need to be aware they exist” (p. 233); (b) quality/usage of
services/supports, “when resources were visible, and directed specifically towards Aboriginal
students, they accessed them” (p. 233); (c) enablers of success, “peer and family supports
enhanced their opportunity for success” (pp. 233–234); (d) barriers to success, after leaving their
small, intimate communities, they encountered racism and prejudice from various levels of the
university community and insufficient funding and timing of funding created financial stress
(p. 234); (e) Aboriginal needs, “Aboriginal students want to feel they belong when they attend
university” and role models, Indigenous faculty and staff, were important (p. 355); and
(f) motivations for pursuing postsecondary education; education was a path to success as well as
being able to give back to their communities (p. 235).
N. L. Smith and Varghese (2016) interviewed nine self-identified Indigenous students
who ranged from undergraduate to graduate students and were either current or alumni students.
This survey revealed the importance of having dedicated spaces that offered students “a place to
build a shared sense of community” (p. 462), “places where they can practice their specific
cultural practices” (p. 462), and “a safe place on campus” (p. 462).
Restoule et al. (2013) surveyed over 250 Aboriginal students and followed up with phone
interviews with those who consented. This inquiry focused on the “level of support they received
from their family, school and communities as they transitioned into post-secondary institutions”
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(Restoule et al., 2013, p. 2). Admission processes were identified as a barrier, and described
students accessing a bridging program before postsecondary as a successful path for students
instead of the ‘regular’ way in (Restoule et al., 2013, p. 2). They reported students receiving
limited support from their high school, however, they did receive encouragement from family to
pursue higher education (Restoule et al., 2013, p. 5). In an additional phase of this inquiry, 75
youth participated as consultants and were asked to review material provided by universities;
students reported “they could not see themselves in these representations” (Restoule et al., 2013,
p. 6). The youth consultants then offered ways to consider changes that included: provide more
information on topics such as funding, housing, food banks, childcare, and part-time jobs or job
training opportunities and more detailed information about cultural supports (Elders, cultural
events, tutors, community centres); feature successful postsecondary graduates from their
communities or have them speak to youth about the importance of higher education; engagement
in these admission processes during secondary school (Restoule et al., 2013, pp. 6–7).
Indigenous students want to learn about universities from Indigenous mentors and want to be
able to see themselves within the university community.
Gallop and Bastien (2016) engaged Indigenous students of a mid-sized Canadian
university through a “combination of interviews and a focus group discussion” (p. 208). This
inquiry presented supports and challenges of how Indigenous students experienced success. The
results of their inquiry were categorized as (a) supportive institutional space that included
Aboriginal-centred education programs (Gallop & Bastien, 2016, p. 215) and peer support
(p. 216); (b) supportive teaching strategies that included positive instructor feedback (p. 216) and
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clear expectations and feedback (p. 217). Their discussion concluded with the need to create
supportive institutional and instructional space (Gallop & Bastien, 2016, p. 218).
Pidgeon et al. (2014) reported using data that was from a larger inquiry that focused on
the Supporting Aboriginal Graduate Enhancement program intended to better support
recruitment and retention of Aboriginal graduate students and to create spaces within the
academy for Indigenous scholars (p. 4). They engaged with 35 members and alumni of
Supporting Aboriginal Graduate Enhancement as well as 60 valid survey responses, for a total of
95 participants. Their study provides a visual of “the wholistic framework [that] provides the
theoretical and methodological process” (Pidgeon et al., 2014, p. 6). This included a connection
to Kirkness and Barnhardt’s (1991) 4Rs of respect, relevance, responsibility, and reciprocity
(p. 6). The themes revealed in this inquiry were (a) relationships create a sense of belonging and
(b) self-accountability to academic studies.
Indspire (2018) provided a Summary of Survey Findings that surveyed 290 Indigenous
students across Canada. Reporting as a voice for Indigenous students, themes from the inquiry
included (a) educational funding, which referred to the timelines associated with funding and the
insufficient amounts; (b) culture, identity, and belonging, which described Indigenous students
“want[ing] to belong, not only to their families, people and their communities but to the postsecondary spaces they enter” (p. 4); (c) professional development for postsecondary staff, which
noted “instructors and professors need to be active participants in the reconciliation journey and
most importantly, be culturally respectful when they work with Indigenous students” (p. 5);
(d) Indigenous content, which stated, “The lack or quality of Indigenous content was a
significant problem … that also limited the professional development of Indigenous students …
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[including] the realities of working with and for Indigenous people and communities” (p. 5);
(e) racism, isolation, and marginalization, which explained “the need for training, content, and
funding that takes on the misinformation that fuels these underlying stereotypes” (p. 6);
(f) emotional labour, which detailed in addition to “seeking out their own connections to culture,
identity and belonging … [Indigenous students] also felt pressure to acknowledge they had a role
in implementing the TRC’s Calls to Action” (p. 7); (g) best practices, which involved an
evaluation of current practice by postsecondary institution in relation to the TRC’s (2015b) Calls
to Action (p. 8); and (h) mentorship and support needs, whereby Indigenous students “need
support, guidance and role-models to support them as they pursue their dreams in post-secondary
spaces” (p. 8). Indspire (2018) reported the need for more funding for Indigenous students,
ongoing monitoring and evaluation of the TRC (2015b) Calls to Action implementation, and
mentorship opportunities to strengthen culture, identity and belonging (p. 10).
The literature has revealed that the history of Indigenous students who attend
Westernized educational institutes has created years of perpetual trauma. Over the years, various
groups, including those associated with government, have studied the Indigenous postsecondary
success rates and continue to see limited growth. After the TRC’s (2015a) report and the
subsequent Calls to Action (TRC, 2015b) as well as UNDRIP (United Nations, 2008) there are
new efforts of reconciliation that require academic institutions to participate in the shared
responsibility.
The literature has also revealed successful ways Indigenous scholars have included their
culture in their academic journey. Meaningful review of these materials draws attention to
strength of their voice that speaks truth with which they each write about. The literature of
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Indigenous scholars illuminated ways in which the parallels can be established, allowing for
greater sense-making of Indigenous knowledge, and translation between the two-worlds.
There are also commonalities within the review of literature and within survey articles
such as admissions, funding, supports, connection to cultural and academic community,
Indigenous gathering spaces, and Indigenous content or lack thereof, among others. Although
there are commonalities among the ways Indigenous students experience postsecondary
education, some articles conclude that further research is needed, and much work remains to be
done (Gallop & Bastien, 2016; Indspire, 2018; Restoule et al., 2013).
In conclusion, while each study, inclusive and beyond, offers knowledge and guidance, it
is important for each institution to conduct an environmental scan of their own Indigenous
student population. A self-evaluation can guide institutions toward collaboration with their local
Indigenous communities to learn the history of the lands they are situated on to better understand
and parallel these teachings into meaningful policy and practice that benefit Indigenous students
they admit into their institutions.
Stroh (2015) offered concepts of core theories of change that “amplify success … correct
a shortcoming and achieve a goal” (p. 169). I hope to offer guidance that can be specific enough
for SoLS MA Leadership program to implement in order to have positive change realized, and
broad enough for others to consider how the offered guidance may be able to transfer into other
schools or departments within their respective universities.
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Chapter Three: Methodology
This chapter will focus on how I have walked through this thesis journey as a Nuu-chahnulth person. I illustrate my Nuu-chah-nulth ways of knowing, being and doing that in some
ways are similar to Western notions of methodology, ontology and epistemology. Wilson (2008)
described methodology as “the theory of how knowledge is gained” (p. 34); I parallel this to my
‘knowing.’ My knowing comes from Nuu-chah-nulth teachings; teachings in various forms such
as through storytelling, observation, and hands-on experience. Wilson (2008) defined ontology
as “the nature of existence” (p. 33); I align this to my ‘being.’ My being comes from my beliefs
and value systems; it affirms my place. Wilson (2008) characterized epistemology as “the nature
of thinking or knowing” (p. 33); I relate this to my ‘doing.’ My doing comes from my actions;
how I have been taught to walk the earth. Graveline (as cited in Kovach, 2009) further explained,
“Epistemology most closely approximates the ‘self-in-system’ aspect inherent to Indigenous
knowledges” (p. 21). For example, when I listen to stories, I rely on my teachings and values
system to know how to respond (doing), even if it is to just listen.
Later in the chapter, I will then describe how knowledge was gathered (data collection),
provide a description of the knowledge-sharing providers (participants), explain how I walked
through this journey (study conduct), present a section of sense-making of the knowledge
gathered (data analysis) and the associated integrity (validity) of the knowledge presented. The
chapter will end with a section regarding ethical issues.
I journeyed through this project with an Indigenous methodology “guided by Indigenous
worldviews, beliefs, values, principles, processes and contexts” (Absolon, 2011, p. 22). With
deep intention, I prioritized my process with as much Nuu-chah-nulth influence as possible. I
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was attempting to honour my methodology, as it pertained to me as an Indigenous person from
the Ahousaht Nation of the Nuu-chah-nulth Peoples. This required extra time throughout the
inquiry because at every step of this research process, I questioned whether or not thoughts and
processes were an Indigenous way of doing things or if my academic mind was trained to do
things this way. Margaret Kovach (2009) likened Indigenous methodologies to that of feminist
methodology and participatory action research reasoning that they “can be situated within the
qualitative landscape because they encompass characteristics congruent with other relational
qualitative approaches” (p. 25). I often found myself traversing these processes of doing things a
Nuu-chah-nulth way and then feeling the need to compare, or feel the need to validate, my work
with Western ways of doing things.
In Western contexts, this inquiry is an engaged-action oriented project. Etmanski,
Dawson, and Hall (2014) described, “An orientation to action means that the researchers,
whether as members of the community or outsiders, commit to supporting the community in
improving conditions in some way” (p. 8). This definition includes more specifically the
involvement of the researcher. Coghlan and Brannick (2014) further described action research as
(a) research in action, rather than about action; (b) a collaborative democratic partnership; and
(c) a sequence of events and an approach to problem solving (p. 6). Research in action focuses
on solutions to important social or organizational issues in collaboration with those who
experience these issues; members of the system that is being studied participate actively in the
collaborative data gathering, joint analysis and joint action planning (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014,
p. 6). Within this inquiry, much collaboration and participation occurred, from members of the
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inquiry team, to Indigenous student participation, and partner organization involvement, hence,
my Nuu-chah-nulth worldview was similar to this Western methodology.
The foundation of my methodology as an Indigenous person is to respect the journey and
enter it with an open mind and open heart with good intentions for the primary benefit of other
Indigenous people. My methodology comes from the teachings I have been raised with, by my
grandparents Andrew and Sarah Webster (mit), who are Nuu-chah-nulth. The teachings come
from stories, observations and experiences that informs my sense of knowing who I am and how
I was raised. It guides how I represent self, family and community in a way that speaks truth.
These teachings guide the way in which I walk the earth, including how I journeyed through this
project. My process is about prioritizing Nuu-chah-nulth ways of knowing and being within an
academic process. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) reminded, “Methodology is important because it
frames the questions being asked, determines the set of instruments and methods to be employed,
and shapes the analyses” (p. 144). For me, this message reminded me to pay attention to what I
was experiencing internally as I gathered and shared knowledge. However, because I was raised
to walk between the two-worlds of culture and academy, I believed there was a certain way to
walk in the academic world that did not always align with my cultural ways of doing things. I
have since recognized that my values system creates internal pauses to such academic processes.
For me, as a Nuu-chah-nulth person, I believe this to be my thli-muhk-sti; Atleo (2004) referred
to this as “every life form is of one thli-muhk-sti (spirit)” (p. 61) but this term is also used to
describe a spirit within each individual. Thli-muhk-sti is the innermost feeling of our being that
we protect and is where my teachings are treasured. My thli-muk-sti guides me from right and
wrong, and the way I walk the earth with integrity. In a Western context, the internal pauses may
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be thought of as intuition, that guides me to walk humbly and check-in with my personal values.
To that end, I recognize ‘where’ my strength-based values are drawn from in order to navigate
the academic world.
As a Nuu-chah-nulth person, I am familiar with storytelling, or narrative exchanges, as a
methodology and as a method. Archibald (2008) shared, “Storytellers use their personal life
experiences as teaching stories in a manner similar to how they use traditional stories” (p. 112).
This project included lived experience personally, and that of other Indigenous students. With
the lived experience component, my methodology included features of a narrative inquiry.
Narrative inquiry provided “emotional safety to tell, retell, live and relive the stories” (Martin,
2018, p. 191). Furthermore, my methodology was about how I interact in the exchanging of
stories and experiences with others. Moreover, it was about listening respectfully to the stories
that Indigenous students were sharing through written word and verbal exchange and offering
my stories back when appropriate. Wilson (2001) wrote, “When you are relating a personal
narrative, you are getting into a relationship with someone. You are telling your (and their) side
of the story and you are analyzing it” (p. 178). This journey of exchanging narratives included
relationship building at all stages of this process, with both Indigenous and non-Indigenous
people.
The relationships within this project included, my thesis supervisor, my partner
organization, the Manager of IESS, the Old Ones from the Heron People, my second thesis
committee member, and the alumni and current Indigenous students of RRU who responded to
my invitation to participate. There were personal relationships, from home and work, that also
supported or informed this project. I have found these relationships to be validating and
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grounding. These relationships honour reciprocity. For example, I openly shared my stories to
provide insight into my educational journey as an Indigenous student of the academy to my
partner organization and my thesis supervisor; it was their curiosity and openness to seek
clarification, both verbal and written, that has offered an opportunity to look inward and reflect
deeply in order to provide greater detail with regard to how my knowledge is informed by my
worldview.
When I initially met with the Heron People, I was reminded to walk softly through this
journey. I held onto that reminder because sometimes the experiences Indigenous Peoples have
witnessed and/or survived historically in the academy, including the intergenerational impacts of
Indian Residential School, can surface negative feelings. I put trust and honour in our cultural
values, such as resilience, to maintain the shared goal of positive change for future generations of
Indigenous postsecondary students. Walking softly with a good mind and open heart offered
opportunities to showcase positive experience, which can then be amplified within the institution
as a form of bringing Indigenous ways of knowing and being into the academy.
Each story and experience shared in this inquiry offered different aspects to Indigenous
methodology based on diverse individual worldviews. However, I believe common core values
to be aligned with Kirkness and Barnhardt’s (1991) summation of respect, relevance, reciprocity
and responsibility to relationships. Many Indigenous scholars relate to this summation of values
because, although each Indigenous community has cultures and practices of their own, we find
similarity in our values-based foundations. With each story, I am reminded of Linda Tuhiwai
Smith (2012) who shared, “Indigenous peoples want to tell our own stories, write our own
versions, in our own ways, for our own purposes” (p. 29). This reference by Linda Tuhiwai
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Smith speaks truth to me, and I hoped to honour this in the project processes. My methodology
included intent to respect the Indigenous student voices of RRU, provide relevance to the stories
for others to witness and take their own meaning from them. I engaged with the academy to
demonstrate mutual benefit through bidirectional reciprocity, for both Indigenous students and
the academic institute, in an action toward shared responsibility to the TRC’s (2015b) Calls to
Action. I will next explain the knowledge gathering methods (data collection methods) used to
learn about the experiences of Indigenous students.
Knowledge Gathering (Data Collection) Methods
The knowledge-gathering (used interchangeably with data collection) methods in this
thesis project were narrative exchanges, also referred to as storytelling. The narrative exchanges
are qualitative in nature “because qualitative research is interpretive [and] the stories of both the
researcher and the research participants are reflected in the meanings being made” (Kovach,
2009, p. 26). There were two ways in which I received knowledge through narrative exchange
with self-identified Indigenous alumni and current students of RRU: an online student survey
and one-on-one discussions.
The first instrument used within this method was an online survey that was formed in
collaboration with a project that I was working on as a research assistant, the Indigenous Alumni
Survey. The online survey was expanded to include additional questions that could inform my
thesis and was not only sent out to self-identified Indigenous alumni students of RRU
(Indigenous Alumni Survey) but was also sent out to self-identified Indigenous current students
within SoLS (Indigenous Current Student Survey) at RRU. I applied the knowledge gathered

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

41

from the Indigenous Alumni Survey as secondary data in my thesis work and the knowledge
gathered from current Indigenous students in SoLS as primary data collected.
A survey is “a highly structured interaction in which researchers pose a predetermined
series of either close-ended or open-ended short response questions that do not vary between
participants” (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 90). The process of developing survey questions
(Appendix A) required an awareness of privacy and confidentiality as well as ensuring informed
consent was obtained from participants (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural
Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada, 2014). The survey questions were developed through a series of
collaborative dialogues between the Indigenous Alumni Survey primary investigators, the selfselected members of the Heron People, SoLS as the partner organization, the manager of IESS
and the Associate Vice-President of Student and Academic Services of RRU. I piloted the
questions in the survey before launching so that the responses could be reviewed and then
analysis would determine if the questions were adequate for the inquiry; if needed, the questions
could be revised (Fink, 2009; Harrison, 2007). The strength of the survey I was interested in for
this project was the ability to reach a broader range and higher number of participants (Stringer,
2014, p. 118). I used a combination of both open and close-ended questions. My interest was in
the stories of participants; therefore, the opportunity for the participants to share their story was
through written text in the responses. Through the email invite (Appendix B) and research
information letter (Appendix C), I included details of the community I am from and my
intentions for the project so that participants got a sense of who I am and what I represent as an
Indigenous student seeking to exchange knowledge.
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The second method used was one-on-one discussion as a form of knowledge sharing. It
was a semistructured (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 92) process that allowed a more open,
narrative conversation. I had prepared questions to guide the conversation (Appendix D),
however, structured questions were not appropriate at times throughout this inquiry. This
practice comes from Nuu-chah-nulth worldview that values the belief that the stories that are
exchanged at the time are the ones meant to be heard. As Archibald (2008) shared, “In
accordance with the oral tradition of letting the listener, now reader, make meaning from
someone’s words and stories without direction from the storyteller” (p. 17). A potential
limitation within this strategy was that the discussion could have taken a course of its own.
However, as a believer in the stories being told are the ones I was meant to hear, I could not take
this limitation to heart. If the story I was hearing did not pertain to the inquiry, I may have
needed to hear it for other purposes in my life.
Knowledge-Sharing Providers (Participants)
The knowledge-sharing providers (participants) included self-identified Indigenous
alumni and current students of RRU who responded as participants. This research project was
about working with community, not on community (Etmanski et al., 2014, p. 11), and with the
intention for improvement for Indigenous postsecondary students in academic institutions.
Inviting any Indigenous student of RRU, no matter the program or enrolment status, opened a
range of feedback from the Indigenous student population and provided opportunities to consider
for recommendations within SoLS MA Leadership program to enhance the overall learning
experience.
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The self-identified Indigenous student participants of each knowledge gathering method
were the age of 18 years or older. I chose to exclude non-Indigenous students by nature of the
inquiry question and concentrated on the overall learning experience of Indigenous students. I
also chose to focus on successful completion and current students so that the strength-based
virtues of academic success would be the focus of my thesis. This selection of participants was
intentional so as to amplify the positive strategies that lead to successful outcomes with the hope
of inspiring both the academy to continue or enhance student supports as well as current and
future students to complete higher education journeys.
The participant population of RRU Indigenous alumni was estimated at 175 and the
current number of Indigenous students within SoLS was 30, at the time of the inquiry. Ideally, a
response rate of 10% of this population through the Indigenous student survey via an email-list
distribution was anticipated. Of the 175 Indigenous alumni population, 23 participants
responded. The population for SoLS was 30 and a total of six responded. The total online survey
totalled 29 respondents. Included in the email-list distribution were options for participants to
respond to the call for participants for a Circle meeting (see Loppie, 2007) as well as a call for
participants for a one-on-one discussion. The call out for a Circle meeting was later cancelled
due to low response.
I anticipated up to six participants for one-on-one discussions. It was open to both current
and alumni students and I interviewed the first participants to respond. In addition to a
recruitment link attached to the email-list distribution, snowball sampling was also encouraged
so that recruitment was meaningful and intentional to include as many Indigenous student
experiences as possible.
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I was also a participant researcher in the project. Herr and Anderson (2005) explained,
“Some action research is group oriented and some is individual oriented” (p. 2). The group of
this project was the self-identified Indigenous students of RRU, and, as an individual member of
this group, I interwove my personal stories and provided my internal perspectives. My
experiences as an Indigenous student provided me with an opportunity to share knowledge of
issues I faced and strategies I used to adapt or overcome.
This Journey (Study Conduct)
The plan for implementing this research inquiry included a variety of consultation
meetings. Consultation was important particularly when following an Indigenous methodology
as community-based initiatives follow an inclusive, collaborative approach. The importance of
collaboration was included in the 1996 RCAP report (Dussault & Erasmus, 1996), which
developed guidelines that require how Indigenous community members participate, consent, and
benefit from the project. After receiving ethics approval, I had many in-person meetings, videoconference calls, and email exchanges with various levels of RRU community members to
ensure I was following all necessary cultural and academic protocols. Recognizing that the
intention of this section is meant to theoretically replicate the processes, I disclose now that it is
my belief that what was meant to be revealed in this time and place of this inquiry may not be
able to be replicated at another time and place. Even if all the participants were the same, the
new lived experiences by all involved may change the outcomes of the stories and
interpretations. This does not mean that one report would be superior to another, it means that
what was intended to be revealed in this time and place may differ in another time and place,
especially if participants and researcher also change.
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My work began with a presentation to the Heron People to seek guidance for the thesis
and the Indigenous Alumni Survey. I respectfully refer to these community members as Old
Ones in this inquiry per their request, though they are also known as Elders, Elders-in-training,
or Knowledge Keepers. As stated in RCAP (Dussault & Erasmus, 1996), “While most of those
who are wise in traditional ways are old, not all old people are Elders, and not all Elders are old”
(p. 527). From this presentation, self-selected Old Ones from the Heron People agreed to
participate as members of the inquiry team (Appendix E) to guide the projects. The survey
questions were interwoven with both inquiries of this thesis and the Indigenous Alumni Survey
in mind. Each interaction with the Old Ones, often one-on-one as was their preference, provided
a different and valuable perspective. For example, in one of the meetings, an Old One expressed
gratitude for our work together, commenting that the strength-based manner in which I was
trying to gather knowledge and present positively was a great reminder for them in their work.
When I met with another Old One, they shared life stories of each question. Both discussions
produced stories that were helpful and meaningful to the consideration of the questions. I felt
very honoured to begin to develop relationships with the Old Ones; we shared personal stories of
our families as well as stories of our common acquaintances. In another collaborative meeting,
one of the RRU community members had preapproved questions that would seek greater
demographics information that the institution might be interested in receiving. Though I felt
strongly that I was only seeking ‘stories and experiences’ and that their age, gender or orientation
did not matter to where the stories were coming from, I also felt that since the original questions
remained in the survey, the addition of these other demographic questions would not impair the
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inquiry. Later in the sense-making section, the importance of the positioning of these questions is
further considered.
Once the Indigenous Student Survey questions of the dual project were finalized, an
email invitation (Appendix B) was sent to the self-identified Indigenous alumni students through
the RRU alumni office and current students through the SoLS administrative office. There was
one difference in the email invitation that ran in the background that the participants could not
see. The participants were guided to the exact same survey questions titled “Indigenous Student
Survey”; however, the email that was sent to alumni had a different survey link for alumni
responses collected separately from the link that was sent to current students. The surveys were
distributed and collected anonymously and were exactly the same questions and format;
therefore, the administrative collection in the background would not have affected their
participation. A clean line between the secondary data of the Indigenous Alumni Survey project
and the primary data of the thesis work with current self-identified Indigenous students in SoLS
was achieved. The survey officially launched at a later date than expected and was open for two
weeks. The dual project was noted in the research information letter that provided full details of
the dual project purposes, benefits and risks, inquiry team, real or perceived conflict of interest,
confidentiality, security of data, retention period, sharing of results, and procedure to withdraw
from the study (Appendix C).
I received many emails expressing interest to participate in both Circle and one-on-one
discussion. Though this was an extremely rewarding feeling, it took up much more time than
expected. One of the issues that I ran into that created extra work was the need to enable RRU
Webmail. I had initially listed my RRU email in all distributed communications to potential

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

47

participants to affirm my connection to RRU. However, within this system I had selected to have
this email forwarded to my personal email account because I check-in to it more frequently than
my RRU email. The forwarding feature being enabled does not permit copies of emails to be
stored in the RRU inbox; therefore, I was unable to respond directly from the RRU email. In
order to maintain the authenticity of who I am, not only as an Indigenous person but also my
connection to RRU, I was having to copy the messages from my personal email and paste them
in the RRU email in order to respond. Had I not taken this time, I felt like the integrity of who I
am and who I represent may be called into question. Maintaining the connection to the
respondents in a way that was delivered to them was important to my integrity as an Indigenous
person.
Another result from the volume of interest from potential participants for Circle and oneon-one discussions created a sudden sense of urgency to capture the stories and experiences
while the potential participants were willing. I did not want the delay of the survey launch to
delay the knowledge gathering of Circle or one-on-one discussions and so scheduled names and
potential dates for Circle and one-on-one discussions to be conducted soon after the online
survey closed.
A Circle discussion was planned once between six and 10 participants had been recruited
through the email invitation (Appendix B) as well as snowball sample recruitment. I provided an
opportunity for in-person Circle for those in or near the Victoria, BC area, as well as an option
for an online Circle, due to the nature of the widespread locations of potential participants that
online studies offers. There seemed to be a lot of interest in participating in all three methods;
however, once negotiating a date and time, only two potential participants responded for the
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Circle. During a conversation with the coprimary investigators of the Indigenous Alumni Survey,
it was proposed that a conversation with the ethics review board to reconsider the use of this
knowledge gathered be used in this inquiry. Ethics approved the knowledge gathered for use as
secondary data in this inquiry. I consulted with my partner organization who agreed that the
knowledge gathered from the responses from the Indigenous Alumni Survey (23), the responses
from the Indigenous Current Student Survey (6) plus the scheduled one-on-one discussions (7)
proved sufficient to perform a sense-making (data analysis) for reporting in this thesis.
The one-on-one discussions were arranged either as in-person, video-conference or
telephone call. The guiding questions (Appendix D) used for the semistructured interview-style
discussions were influenced by the Indigenous Student Survey questions. The guiding questions
were discussed with an Old One from the Heron People inquiry team member during a review of
the online survey questions. I also provided a copy to the partner organization who approved the
guiding questions with the understanding that it was only meant to guide the discussions in a
semistructured format with the understanding that the discussion would produce whatever it was
meant to produce. All participants permitted audio recording by way of the research consent
form (Appendix F).
My partner organization was initially interested in recruiting participants from the selfidentified Indigenous student population within SoLS. There was a dual reason for my request to
recruit throughout RRU; first, I wanted to ensure I accessed enough participants, and second, I
felt students in other fields may offer contributions from their experiences to creating positive
change. Seven one-on-one discussions in total were held, four female and three male
participants. Five of the participants were from the SoLS, of which four were alumni and one a
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current student. The other two participants were alumni of other studies within RRU. The
interviews took place over a 2.5-week time frame. Of the seven interviews, two were via
conference call, two were in-person, and three via telephone. This felt very good to have a
variety of participants and methods of communication.
The one-on-one discussions were expected to last 75 minutes; however, the interview
times ranged from 34 minutes to 180 minutes. I travelled up to Courtenay, BC, to meet one
knowledge provider in-person for a coffee. I happened to be in Nanaimo, BC, for my son’s
hockey tournament and where the participant resided was an additional hour away from
Nanaimo on Vancouver Island. When we met, we exchanged laughter and stories about the
ability to embrace the seasonal nature of our beings, especially in an Indigenous context. The
other face-to-face meeting occurred at a restaurant and we exchanged stories over a shared meal.
This meeting was the longest time together. Meeting in person allowed a more natural flow in
conversations. Audio recording was easily done with the in-person discussions and was the
easiest and clearest to transcribe.
The one-on-one discussions that occurred via video-conference provided the ability to see
who it was that I was speaking with. There was, however, a problem with audio recordings for
these sessions due to privacy laws. I wanted to keep the conversation confidential and one-onone and so I used earbuds to communicate with the participant. I placed one earbud in my ear
and the other next to an audio recorder. This proved to make transcribing extremely difficult and
time consuming as the audio was very faint and sometimes distorted. I did mention this situation
to the knowledge-sharing providers, and they were understanding, offering to either have the
conversation again or editing through the transcripts that I told them I would provide.
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Connecting with knowledge-sharing providers via telephone was a great experience as
well; however, these conversations were concise and ended much earlier than the other two
communication methods. I isolated myself in a closed-door room and conducted the telephone
calls on speaker so that I could attain better audio recordings, having received participant
permission.
In conclusion, this journey was a collaborative process with community. Collaboration
with Indigenous community (i.e., Elders, Old Ones and knowledge-sharing providers) as well as
within various levels of the institution (i.e., RRU Alumni office, SoLS administrative office), the
partner organization. I appreciated the volume of interest from Indigenous students wanting to
contribute and the relational component that this journey offered.
Sense-making (Data Analysis)
Sense-making (data analysis) of the survey responses were scheduled to begin after the
closing date. During one of my son’s hockey practices, I secluded myself in the hockey rink to
take the time to read all the anonymous responses without making any notations, and through
this initial read, I was able to engage in an innate manner. I wanted an initial read of all the
responses at once before further analyzing them. While reading the responses, I experienced a
roller coaster ride of emotion. I felt great when I read the positive responses and then not so great
with other responses. At one point, I even recall feeling as though perhaps a non-Indigenous
student accessed the survey to give what I felt was an ‘out of the ordinary response’ in relation to
what I perceived would be Indigenous responses. However, I stood outside my feeling and
acknowledged that we individually experience this world differently. It was important for me to
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honour all the stories and responses that were shared because our perspectives are as diverse as
our lived experiences.
A few days later, I sat down to review the online survey responses. At that point, I had
read through all the responses once to establish a general sense of what I was reading and later
reflected what emotions came with the initial read. When it came time to look deeper at the
responses, I deliberately blocked off my entire day for this process. My intent was to submerge
myself in the data from start to finish. I did not have any preconceived ideas about how I was
going to approach the responses, I wanted to honour the way in which the responses invited me
to make sense of it (analyze). I then re-read the responses and this time highlighted words that
stood out for me, an analysis of words technique using word repetitions (Ryan & Bernard, 2003,
p. 2). I looked at one question at a time. I found myself using a cutting and sorting technique
(Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 8) and quantifying responses and identifying the outliers. After going
through my process, I let it be. Included in my analysis was the reading of a chapter about
Narrative Inquiry (Martin, 2018), which gave me words to my processing of qualitative data. I
then began to reflect on my method of processing the responses. I found it interesting how I felt
like I took a quantitative approach with the responses, cutting, sorting, and counting. Why was I
interested in the numbers? Was it because I try to maintain a structured way of being in my life?
Was it because I have worked with numbers in my employment history? Was it because I began
with the demographic questions that provided a natural quantitative thought process? The
connection I could make to these questions in my method in terms of my culture was the idea of
collaborative decision-making processes. For example, for my process and connection to culture,
I imagined each of these respondents as a part of my community and that we were all sitting in
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the community hall having a discussion. In this imagination of sitting in the community hall, a
question is asked, for example, a level of satisfaction; in this method, community members voice
their satisfaction, inclusive of those who were not satisfied (their voices were heard). I imagined
looking around the room and asking the community to share a story to understand what was
positive about their experience (to continue and amplify) and what needs attention or
improvement (to modify and dampen). I imagined recording the responses and how many
community members shared with like-minded responses and I start quantifying the responses. At
the beginning of this journey, I felt strongly about the qualitative nature of my methodology, yet
I found myself quantifying the data. And then it struck me, I recall this scenario being described
by Atleo (2004) in which he stated,
Ahinchat and his councillors would sit in a circle and place each item, or issue, of an
agenda into the middle of the circle. These councils were sharply focused on issues and
their resolutions, rather than on the sorts of personal agendas that often complicate
modern decision making. A major feature of this traditional process was the
acknowledgement of every member of a council concerning each issue at hand. (p. 88)
Inclusivity of all voices of this methodology is representative of the collaborative nature
found in many Indigenous practices, including Nuu-chah-nulth. Atleo (2004) added,
While most decisions were unanimous, other were not … a case in point is a decision
made by a traditional chief’s council … the day following the decision, the community
turned out in full force … one man was found working just as diligently as the other men
of the community even though he continued loudly to disagree with the decision … the
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project was a success, and the dissenter just as loudly proclaimed … he could see now he
was mistaken. (pp. 89–90)
I was able to visualize the analysis of the online survey responses as occurring in
community because this is a part of who we are as Nuu-chah-nulth people processing community
issues. I surprisingly realized, “We quantify in this method!” Quantitative analysis felt
worthwhile for this method because decision-making is often associated as a leadership task, and
there is a parallel in Indigenous processes, the number of community members bringing a theme
to attention can contribute to determining the level of priority. In this inquiry, incorporating
quantitative analysis worked with my qualitative methods.
Following this, I met with the coprincipal investigators of the Indigenous Alumni Survey
to talk through some of the responses and processes. As I shared my experience with what I felt
to be quantifying, considering perhaps the demographic questions at the beginning of the survey
framing my analysis, a suggestion was made that perhaps the demographic questions could have
been placed at the end of the survey. This positioning of the demographic questions would have
served to prioritize my interest in receiving stories and experiences by placing them at the end
and would have provided the opportunity for the information to still be collected instead of not
asking at all. This will also be noted in the implications for future inquiry.
I also met with an Old One from the Heron People in an unscripted meeting to discuss the
survey responses. I read out the question and mentioned the most frequent responses as well as
any outlier responses. We had conversations about what the responses meant to the Old One.
Theming the responses from the surveys, I wrote each question as a title on a sheet of
paper and posted it on a wall. Then, for each question, I wrote the top common responses and
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placed it beneath its corresponding question as well as any outliers. As I reviewed the responses,
I began to see common themes emerge from the responses in each question. I wrote out those
common themes onto a separate note that I will discuss in chapter four’s sense-making section,
as this is where the knowledge gathered began to make sense for me.
The one-on-one discussions were more on-demand sense-making. When I was listening
to the stories, I was able to internally link the stories and experiences that were similar to my life
experiences as an Indigenous postsecondary student and to those stories that I had heard by other
knowledge-sharing participants. When immersed in all of the feelings that were expressed in the
one-on-one discussions, it felt as though mutual validation of experiences and feelings occurred.
I was cautious that some of the stories may have resurfaced trauma and so I made a conscious
effort to leave the participant feeling positive by speaking positively about having their voice
contribute to the project. Furthermore, at the conclusion of our one-on-one discussions, I
reminded the knowledge-sharing providers about the academic and cultural support services
offered through IESS at RRU.
After all the one-on-one discussions took place, I transcribed each of the discussions.
This process took a lot longer than anticipated and was emotionally taxing. I sent out the
transcribed discussions to the participants for validation and requested any changes or edits back
to me within a week so that I could begin to collate, theme and analyze. The edit requests I
received involved minor spelling corrections.
Theming the one-on-one discussions involved a review of transcripts. Using a
highlighter, I began to highlight each of the various topics that we discussed. I took each of the
highlighted statements and copied the like statements together into another Microsoft Word
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document. From this, themes emerged from the one-on-one discussions. There were similar
themes to the online survey, but also unique themes to the one-on-one discussions.
Integrity (Validity)
I have interwoven validity, credibility, reliability, and transferability with respect to the
way I walked through this journey. Kovach (2009) explained, “Keeping one’s location front and
centre is a way that individuals can consciously assert from where their strength comes, and
ensure that their integrity will not become compromised by the trials of academic research”
(p. 112). My priority was to maintain integrity throughout the journey. I view integrity as a
model of strength-based values system that honours honesty and moral principles.
Tracy (2010) wrote, “Credibility refers to the trustworthiness, verisimilitude, and
plausibility of the research findings” (p. 842). The first act of trustworthiness was that I began by
situating myself and my Nation at the forefront to the Heron People when I presented the request
for guidance. I continued to situate myself within the documents such as the email invitation
(Appendix B), the research information letter (Appendix C), and the Indigenous Student Survey
preamble (Appendix G). Absolon and Willett (as cited in Absolon, 2011) referred to this as
location and explained, “Location addresses issues of accountability, validity and reliability,
meaning that when we say who we are, the readers can form their own judgements about our
credibility and authority to search and write” (p. 73). In addition to situating myself within the
documents, extra effort was made to present myself sincerely, “marked by honesty and
transparency” (Tracy, 2010, p. 841). Honesty and transparency on my part involved
corresponding with knowledge-sharing providers using the email address I provided within the
documents. Due to technical difficulties, the process of responding from the listed email address
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took a greater amount of time. I wanted to maintain personal integrity of who I said I am, who I
said I am associated with, and this included corresponding with the same contact information I
had provided.
Using the knowledge gathering methods, the online survey and the one-on-one
discussions, provided an opportunity for triangulation. Denzin (as cited in Tracy, 2010) said
triangulation “assumes that if two or more sources of data, theoretical framework, types of data
collected, or researchers converge on the same conclusion, then the conclusion is more credible”
(p. 843). In addition to two methods being used, multiple respondents participated in both
methods.
Before and after each meeting, I reminded myself of the advice I received at the initial
Heron People meeting, to walk gently through this journey. Kovach (2009) shared, “In
considering research validity, I hear the Elders’ voices: Are you doing this in a good way”
(p. 52). As a further opportunity for trustworthiness, after meeting with the knowledge-sharing
participants, I emailed the transcript of our conversation for clarity and accuracy. Additionally,
after the sense-making stage, I emailed a copy of the quotes I intended to use to provide another
opportunity for the knowledge-sharing provider to change or edit content.
Saldaña and Omasta (2018) offered further triangulation strategies that included
“comparing interviews with other empirical materials such as field notes, documents, and so on”
(p. 99). In addition to two methods used, with multiple respondents in each method, the
opportunity to compare interviews to other literature in the field yielded similar results, to this
end, reliability is demonstrated here. Within my analysis of literature and what participants
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shared, it is important to note here that in fact, if there is no systemic change to the way in which
academic institutions host Indigenous students, this research will unfortunately be repeated.
In working with the academic institution as the partner organization, this engaged-action
oriented inquiry aimed to offer guidance to the academic institute that could potentially enhance
the way Indigenous students experience the MA Leadership program. Tracy (2010) described
transferability as being able to “apply, or transfer, these ideas to their own work situation”
(p. 845). I wrote in a way that Indigenous students could see themselves within the inquiry and
transfer the strength-based values and techniques into their pursuit to complete postsecondary
education. Additionally, I wrote broadly enough that when positive change is realized within
SoLS MA Leadership program, this institutional guidance could be transferable to other
programs within the SoLS, other schools or departments within RRU, or further yet to other
universities.
As a final piece of credibility, a copy of the final thesis will be presented to the Heron
People of RRU and will also be available online to the Indigenous student participants. Wilson
(2001) wrote, “Rather than asking about validity or reliability, you are asking how am I fulfilling
my role in this relationship” (p. 177). As a system of maintaining integrity throughout the
project, I held each relationship in high regard.
Ethical Issues
This thesis research involved interaction with human participants and, therefore,
addressed the Tri-Council Policy Statement’s core principles guidelines set forth in Article 1.1 as
respect for persons, concern for welfare, and justice (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et
al., 2014).
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Respect for persons. Participants in this inquiry project were informed by the research
information letter (Appendix C) and gave their voluntary, fully informed and on-going consent
(Appendix F). The online survey also had its own preamble (Appendix G) regarding consent. As
the online survey was anonymous, withdrawal of data responses was possible at any time by the
participant by exiting the survey before the data became a part of the anonymous data set. Oneon-one discussion participants had consent forms available for signing. Withdrawal of consent
regarding data containing personal or identifying data was offered before the data had been
collated and made unidentifiable.
Concern for welfare. The risk of participation included unintended resurfacing of
negative reflection of the intergenerational trauma experienced by Indigenous people with regard
to academic institutions. Access to cultural or counselling support was made available on the
survey postamble (Appendix H) and again, participants were reminded verbally at the end of the
one-on-one discussions with information to access via the RRU website. It was a goal that
participants enter and leave the project with good feelings.
Justice. The Indigenous student participants of each data collection method are selfidentified current or alumni Indigenous students 18 years of age or older at RRU. I have chosen
to exclude non-Indigenous students by nature of the inquiry question.
The only potential perceived conflict of interest is the fact that I am a student within
SoLS MA Leadership program and my partner organization is SoLS MA Leadership program.
However, I have addressed this in the research information letter (Appendix C). I have expressed
that I am partnered with this organization for the interest of enhancing the overall learning
experience of Indigenous students and partnering with this organization was to have the
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opportunity to have change-recommendations actualized. This partnership is an action toward
shared reconciliation between Indigenous people and academic institutions.
For this type of topic in this inquiry, it was important and ethical to have an Indigenous
person connect to the student population as well as interpret the data. This is important because
as noted by the First Nations Information Governance Centre (2014), through their Ownership,
Control, Access and Possession (OCAPTM) report, stated,
Having individuals that are representative of [First Nations] can be helpful in the
translation of worldview or in aiding communication amongst researcher and [First
Nations]. They can add perspective that is lacking in any group with decision-making
power. This type of participation is an important part of inclusion and balance. (p. 35)
Though this inquiry has not been officially supported by OCAPTM (First Nations
Information Governance Centre, 2014), there are overlapping protocols and practices that
support this thesis. In OCAPTM, the First Nations Information Governance Centre (2014) further
stated, “[First Nations] information can be used to advise policy and decision-making; it
enhances understanding of a particular area of study” (p. 12). I hope to offer insight and
perspective in this inquiry for decision makers of the academic institution to enhance their
understanding through the knowledge shared by Indigenous students.
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Chapter Four: Knowledge Gathered and Sense-making
This chapter will focus on the knowledge gathered (findings) and sense-making of the
knowledge gathered (conclusions). In gathering the knowledge, the principle question that
guided the inquiry was: How can the School of Leadership Studies Master of Arts in Leadership
program enhance the overall learning experience for Indigenous students so that they feel they
are being true to their Indigenous values while being in the academy? This question sought to
narrow the transition between the way Indigenous students experience their cultural world within
the setting of academic world. The subquestions that were identified as follows:
1. What is working well for Indigenous students in the current way the program runs?
2. What does ideal support, design, and/or curriculum look like to Indigenous students?
3. What positive changes can be implemented to enhance the program for Indigenous
students?
4. What resources and supports will be needed to successfully implement
recommendations?
The nature of the inquiry question manifested themes that predominantly focused on
student experience, once Indigenous students had been admitted to RRU. Similar to Tinto’s
theory of student retention focusing on Indigenous students once they are in the academy
(Pidgeon, 2008, p. 346), the themes come from a sincere inquiry of what the academy can do to
host students in a wholistic way. Admittedly, it took a little while to write about the knowledge
gathered because I wanted to ensure that I was representing the voices of the Indigenous students
of RRU in a responsible and meaningful way that will assist my partner organization to enhance
their understanding of Indigenous student experience.
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Knowledge Gathered (Findings)
There are three sources that have informed the findings: the Indigenous Alumni Survey
(IAS) that was distributed to all self-identified Indigenous alumni students of RRU, the
Indigenous Current Student Survey (ICS) that was distributed to self-identified Indigenous
current students of SoLS, and the one-on-one discussions with both self-identified Indigenous
alumni and current student populations.
From the surveys, a numerical number is displayed indicating how many similar
responses received to the total number of respondents in a particular question, followed by the
survey acronym, as well as the specific question (Q#) that I am referencing. For example, (14/23,
IAS, Q9) would indicate that 14 similar responses from 23 total respondents, in the Indigenous
Alumni Survey, Question 9. Some respondents included multiple responses and therefore, you
may see reappearing questions showing additional response data.
Information detailed next is the date that the one-on-one discussions were held with the
Knowledge-Sharing Providers (KSP): KSP1, November 7, 2018; KSP2, November 10, 2018;
KSP3, November 13, 2018; KSP4, November 15, 2018; KSP5, November 16, 2018; KSP6,
November 24, 2018; and KSP7, November 25, 2018. There has been some minor wordsmithing
to the quotes for clarity and grammar.
When I had met with the knowledge-sharing participants, I notified them that I would be
back in touch regarding transcript and potential quotes, also detailed earlier in the Integrity
(Validity) section. I advised each knowledge-sharing provider that should I request to use any of
their words, they would be able to agree or not agree to have their name attached to the quote.
Wilson (2008) shared, “In a dominant system way of doing those ethics reviews, you are not
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allowed to name participants and stuff. But I think that in an Indigenous research paradigm, it is
almost unethical not to name them” (p. 115). I chose to use pseudonyms. By electing to use
pseudonyms, I am not trying to disrespect or be unethical by not presenting their names. First, I
wanted knowledge-sharing providers to have the flexibility to openly share their stories without
having to place caution on their words or experiences and fearing whether or not their story
would be associated to them later. Second, I believed experiences the knowledge providers
shared are common to lived experiences of other Indigenous students. I hoped that other students
could see themselves in these stories so that they know they are not ‘alone’ in the academy.
I derived the following findings from the knowledge gathered:
1. Indigenous students continue to experience the two-world phenomenon.
2. Indigenous students appreciated the real-world application of the curriculum but
desired greater inclusion of informed Indigenous content, theory and experience.
3. Indigenous students developed positive relationships with instructors and cohort;
however, identified opportunities for instructor preparedness.
4. Indigenous students acknowledged the current Indigenous support services but would
appreciate increased awareness and engagement with Indigenous Student Services,
Indigenous People and Indigenous Places.
5. Indigenous students valued the blended-online delivery model; however, an increase
of appropriate supports during the on-campus residency would be ideal.
The findings that inform the inquiry and the subquestions are interwoven throughout the
themes that presented within the knowledge gathered. This section of the knowledge gathered
seeks to privilege the voices and words of the knowledge-sharing providers, and therefore, will
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follow with a section of sense-making that offers deeper analysis of this knowledge gathered
(conclusions).
Finding 1. Indigenous students continue to experience the two-world phenomenon.
Two-world experience. Two-world experience was mainly reported during the one-one
discussions. Sometimes the topic came up by nature of the primary inquiry question and other
times it came up simply during conversation. KSP1 shared, “Part of my leadership theory is to be
able to walk between two-worlds,” and KSP3 spoke about how “I always removed my foot from
the modern part of the world to our part of the world.” KSP6 articulated, “It’s drawing those
parallels … in our world, it looks like this.” Drawing parallels between the two-worlds was also
talked about in managing the ability to traverse between the two-worlds:
I can switch and I can approach it from a Western view and say this is what it means for
Indigenous … because there are a lot of parallels. We have Elders that talk about parallel
worldviews and there are many parallels between Western culture and Indigenous
culture. (KSP5)
Another example of this traversing culture and academy, or translating between the twoworld, was encouraged through positive engagement with an instructor,
I could say, ‘Oh, that’s just like the Circle’ or ‘that’s just like our teachings around all our
relations’ … the professor would say, ‘You should write about that, or bring that into
your paper this correlation that helps you express a wholistic way of thinking’ … I felt I
was encouraged to bring … my whole self. (KSP2)
Indigenous students have historically experienced the two-world phenomenon, between
culture and academy, and continue to do so. Traversing between the two-worlds effectively
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requires the ability to translate contexts from one world and apply into contexts of the other
world and vice versa.
Finding 2. Indigenous students appreciated the real-world application of the curriculum
but desired greater inclusion of informed Indigenous content, theory and experience.
Real-world application of curriculum. Indigenous students expressed positive
experiences with the real-world application of the curriculum as a response to what is working
well in the current way the program runs. Real-world referred to using the knowledge outside the
academic setting. When alumni students were asked to comment on their satisfaction response,
statements included “the learning content and experience was great” and “my program was very
applied … with a lot of real-world practice” (14/23, IAS, Q3b). This was further supported in
another question in which students were asked to describe elements of the curriculum that
worked well. Responses included “real-world application,” “the hands-on application,” and “the
intention on taking what I learned out into my real world” (8/23, IAS, Q10). A current student
described their experience with real-world application, “I assumed the role of the head of [my]
organization … what I learned from my first year prepared me for that transition” (ICS, Q3b). As
this program was designed for working professionals, students expressed opportunities of
transferring the skills learned in the program to their professional experience. Another example
from a one-on-one discussion said:
I was looking for tools to be more effective at my job…the transformative change that
[SoLS] hope to impart, through the first term in particular, to really try to build on the
way we think and the way to be an adaptive leader and be able to start to understand more
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around systems thinking things like that; it’s that stuff that was extremely relevant and
really helpful for me [in my job]. (KSP1)
Though the current program content was relevant in what was delivered within the
program, Indigenous students felt Indigenous content that was appropriately informed could be
increased throughout the curriculum.
Theory and experience of Indigenous content. In the IAS, alumni students were asked
about their experiences about sharing their worldview on Indigenous knowledge. One respondent
said, “Our sustainability course, in my opinion, needed more Indigenous content” (IAS, Q6) and
other responses referenced Indigenous topics coming up in coursework but only through
conversation (13/23, IAS, Q6). These responses also expressed willingness to share Indigenous
content when instructors and/or the cohort welcomed the opportunity. Respondents shared, “I
found the Instructors very open and encouraging when I did share about Indigenous knowledge,
teachings” and “people were open to hearing my views and found the atmosphere to be safe to
share” (IAS, Q6). Respondents in the ICS articulated their overall experience as having shared
their worldview on Indigenous knowledge with mostly positive responses, such as “peers were
really open-minded and want to [hear]” and “the MAL cohort in the second residency echoed a
strong desire for Indigenous education in the program” (5/6, ICS, Q6). A similar response said,
“Often little relevancy due to lack of Indigenous content and approached” (ICS, Q3b). One
participant stated, “I was not at RRU to educate the cohort, staff or Faculty about Indigenous
considerations or issues or people or culture … we become the token Indigenous person [in] the
room often” (ICS, Q6). It is not uncommon for Indigenous students to report feeling as though
they are asked to contribute knowledge referencing Indigenous specific topics in any subject
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area. Interestingly, in the responses of those who did not share (10/23, IAS, Q6), half of them
commented that sharing their worldview on Indigenous knowledge was seemingly not relevant to
the program (5/10, IAS). For example, responses included “business was the focus” and “it was
not applicable in my class - though leadership through an Indigenous lens/worldview would have
been quite complimentary to the subject matter.” Another response indicated, “not something
that I cared to do nor was relevant in the environment” and yet another shared, “the environment
did not seem open or conducive to this discussion” (IAS, Q6). These responses seemed to
indicate that a connection to Indigenous knowledge in their respective subject areas were not
provided at all; and for me this was surprising since I believe a parallel can be made to
Indigenous content in all subject areas. In the one-on-one discussions regarding ideal curriculum,
my sense when speaking with participants was that there was some prework done in terms of
mentally preparing for what they anticipated postsecondary curriculum would entail. For
example, one person shared that they entered the program framing it in ‘health’ and approaching
the program professionally from more of a health aspect rather than an Indigenous lens,
explaining that they did not feel the need to have identity brought in and be a focus. However,
later in the discussion, this person also shared that “it was a real stretch for me to see myself in
the leadership models that we were being presented” (KSP1). This speaks to the way in which
content is delivered, whether Indigenous or not. When content is delivered in a way that is not
reflective of Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing, it makes it more difficult for
Indigenous students to see themselves within the material. Another participant shared a similar
sentiment and stated, “I really felt the absence of the Indigenous approaches and content and
readings … a lot of the way they designed the questions in the assignments … it did not fit with
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how I need to approach this” (KSP6). Though prework is done to frame our minds to the
Western expectations, ideal curriculum should include Indigenous content and/or should be
delivered in ways that are reflective of Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing.
The one-on-one discussions also included stories of inappropriate ways of trying to
include Indigenous content in the curriculum. A participant shared with me that the cohort they
were in requested a Circle meeting, suggesting that the participant lead the process, and the
participant thought, “Oh, God. No, that’s not appropriate” and described how the group
continued to conduct a Circle, but it failed because the Circle was not being used appropriately
(KSP2). Another participant shared, “I had a lot of them asking me questions, thinking I was an
expert” (KSP3). Again, Indigenous students were put in a position of integrating Indigenous
content.
Indigenous students also shared a desire of how positive changes to curriculum can be
implemented to enhance the program. Just as some Indigenous students did some prework to
frame their mind to Western contexts before entering the academy, a couple comments included
“there’s some pre-work that should be done in every academic setting” (KSP2). Another
participant suggested,
[The academic institution] needs to know why … when they look at the results of your
survey and research, they need to understand what it means to them because … they are
training non-Indigenous people who go out into the world and their lives end up
intersecting with ours. (KSP6)
A positive change proposed by one respondent suggested “a partnership with the local
Indigenous communities to organize a short trip to the local community to connect with local
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Indigenous persons and if possible, participate in an Indigenous event” (IAS, Q17). Another
Indigenous student suggested, “Indigenous perspectives should be woven throughout the course
material along with other perspectives from other cultural backgrounds” (ICS, Q17). From the
one-on-one discussions, one participant considered, “I wonder what it would look like to see
cohorts … actually go to one of the local communities … if you want to change someone’s
perception and their learning experience, get all their senses involved” (KSP4). Other
suggestions included “finding different ways, creative and innovative ways of delivering
knowledge without it having to be that you owe me a paper” (KSP2) and perhaps “they need to
look at some of their elective courses, like Lead 517, and be bold enough to create an Indigenous
research course” (KSP6).
Curriculum content questions demonstrated strength-based responses by speaking to how
current curriculum is offered; however, also revealed desires for more Indigenous content, and
described ways in which Indigenous curriculum content could be included throughout the
program. From an Indigenous perspective, “We’re balancing the [academic institution’s] process
with our process and we have to honour both” (KSP6). Inclusion of Indigenous content does not
mean exclusion of other content. Content can be delivered in ways that allow Indigenous
students to receive relevant information in a recognizable manner. For example, some curriculum
content can integrate more Indigenous articles featuring alternative perspectives on content
thereby applying and including an Indigenous lens to the curriculum. Curriculum containing
Indigenous content also offers other perspectives to be considered by non-Indigenous students.
There are ways yet to be implemented of how Indigenous content, theory and experience, can be
interwoven throughout the curriculum.
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Finding 3. Indigenous students developed positive relationships with instructors and
cohort; however, identified opportunities for instructor preparedness.
Instructors and cohort. Responses that related to student experience included
interactions with RRU instructors, staff and the cohort model. Positive experiences described by
alumni participants of the IAS, when asked to comment on their satisfaction, responses included
“faculty, staff and cohort were amazing,” “the professors were excellent as was the collaboration
with other students,” and “I had great interactions with the team and classmates and the faculty”
(14/23, IAS, Q3b). Further findings were supported by another question in the IAS that asked for
specific elements of the program design that worked well; the top response described the cohort
model with positive comments that reflected “the opportunity to engage with others in person”
and “working in teams” (11/22, IAS, Q9). Another response noted, “I was somewhat intimidated
but once I was able to communicate any shared information on Indigenous knowledge, my
cohort was very receptive and wanted to learn more” (IAS, Q6). The ICS survey responses all
included the cohort model favourably (5/5, ICS, Q9). In the one-on-one discussions, one person
expressed gratitude and shared, “When I was having a difficult time, profs and administrators
seemingly dropped what they were doing to provide emotional support or guidance for me”
(KSP4). Examples of a cohort member connection is described by one participant who shared, “I
think the cohort that you go in with you develop these relationships with people that, for me, …
I’m still deeply connected with” (KSP2). The connection to peers also included academic
support. One participant noted, “[A cohort member] really encouraged me, especially with my
writing … and another peer, [they] would tell me, ‘you know, you’re doing a great job. Just keep
doing what you’re doing’ … that really meant a lot to me, teamwork” (KSP3). When there is a
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positive connection to instructors, staff and/or cohort members, Indigenous students felt a greater
connection to the school community.
Instructor preparedness. Instructors play a large part in connection to community by
fostering a safe environment for all students; however, Indigenous students identified an area of
growth and opportunity for instructors or facilitators. Safety in this inquiry was about Indigenous
students feeling safe to present their Indigenous identity and associated values system without
fearing negative repercussion from instructors or fellow cohort members. It may sting academic
institutions to read this, or cause instructors to reflect on their own practice, I do not intend
hurtful feelings. I draw attention to this student feedback as an opportunity for the institution to
grow and embody Indigenous knowledge. Instructors should be adequately prepared in the
delivery of Indigenous content that is informed and guided by Indigenous people. With this
preparedness, instructors should also be equipped to anticipate and respond appropriately to a
variety of reactions from the cohort, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous. This instructor’s
leadership will set the stage for peer support, by not forcing Indigenous content with cohort
members, but fostering healthy conversations that allow various perspectives to be shared in a
respectful way. Statements that referenced instructor unpreparedness included “instructors were
accommodating … all except for one” (IAS, Q3b) and “there were certain instructors that were
very open, and some were not” (IAS, Q6). From the ICS responses included “I got the sense
when they were marking my papers … they didn’t know anything about the Indigenous topics
and discussions I raised.” These statements highlighted the feeling that Indigenous content was
not fully understood by the instructors delivering and/or grading the material. Other responses
included “you are not our first Indigenous student, this is not our first rodeo” (ICS, Q6) and “I
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sensed I would not be able to have a useful conversation with the Faculty member” (ICS, Q8). In
these comments, students felt that some instructors may presented themselves as experienced in
instructing Indigenous students and/or Indigenous content and that this meant the instructor was
not welcoming of further discussion or perspective. During the one-on-one discussions, a
participant shared a story about having a conflict with an instructor and sought out another
instructor for support; the advice received was “for me to talk to [the instructor] and I was
thinking ‘no that’s not good enough … that’s like saying to our people go ahead and meet your
abuser, your oppressor’ … it doesn’t work that way for us” (KSP6). What works for ‘us,’ in this
context, is for the student to be a part of the solution. If a student reaches out and the
recommendation to resolve the situation is not actionable, then engagement is discontinued,
thereby resolution is not reached. Follow up from the instructor with the student to confirm the
action of recommendation should be used to ensure resolution to the situation. Another
participant shared a common institutional response that Indigenous students may experience:
“When we would try to have discussions around power, and systemic power, and hierarchical
power, and patriarchal power … the professor is the one that holds the power … there were times
when that would shut down the conversation” (KSP2). Instructors would benefit from learning
about Indigenous specific experiences and how to appropriately address issues of power so that
Indigenous students feel that their contributions to the cohort are understood and respected. This
would add value to the experience of all students.
Instructor preparedness in classroom management. Cohort members also play a role in
connection to community when the cohort were receptive; however, some of the narrative
provided in this inquiry revealed examples of when cohort members knowingly or unknowingly
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created negative feelings that could have used instructor support or intervention. The following
experiences shared in this inquiry are meant to provide an awareness and understanding of what
types of experiences Indigenous students face as ‘sensitive’ opportunities for increased instructor
support or influence. For example, one student shared, “Some students were resistant and
challenging” and “when subjects [came] up that touched on a [First Nations] component, my colearners … were quick with the usual comments [negative stereotypical examples provided]”
(IAS, Q6). The ICS captured a response that indicated “initially it was challenging with certain
students in my cohort” (ICS, Q6) and “I had a heated exchange with one of the non-Indigenous
students … she was dismissive, condescending and rude about including Indigenous
considerations into the presentation” (ICS, Q7). In the one-on-one discussions, one participant
shared that “there was just no willingness to consider the inclusion of the Indigenous worldview
… so I basically withdrew the offer to even have [my Indigenous perspective] present” (KSP1).
KSP1 added, after continued conflict within this group, the instructor attended the next group
meeting; however, “[the instructor] just sat there and [they] basically left me to defend myself …
and I don’t think [they were] aware that by sitting and saying nothing, [they were] actually
supporting that type of treatment” (KSP1). Instructors play a key role in classroom expectations
and management, including responding or not responding appropriately. Indigenous students also
experienced underlying criticism or doubt in their academic ability. A participant shared,
I did write a great summary and [the cohort member] asked, “May I look at your paper’
… [expressing with a sense of incompetence] … the comment that came back on our
paper was ‘the summary was really what the article was about, you should have expanded
on that.” (KSP3)
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Indigenous students shared how connection to community through faculty and cohort
could enhance the educational journey by engaging positively in a meaningful way. The IAS
question referencing cultural safety suggested, “It requires faculty as allies and supporters” and
“teachers acknowledging experiences that may differ from what they have learned” (IAS, Q7).
Alumni also shared positive outcomes when faculty engaged as mentors outside the classroom:
“[The faculty member] also would share with me important parts of lessons that [they] wanted
me to pay attention to” and “I met with one of my profs to discuss her class and that was super
helpful” (IAS, Q13). In the ICS, it was noted, “I believe exclusion of Indigenous content and
approaches gives the message to the students that these do not need to be considered, respected
or included” (ICS, Q7) and “face-to-face relational learning during residency worked well and
doing this early on in the program is important” (ICS, Q9). In the one-on-one discussions, stories
were shared about how connection to community could be enhanced by faculty and staff. One
response suggested, “[The academic institution] need to take a look at the cultural competencies
or culture humility of their staff” and further suggested to “survey them in terms of what their
resistance is, what their hesitancy is and what their emotions are, you know, just that full picture
of why don’t you do this” (KSP6). Another participant suggested a specific course offered
externally to the faculty and staff of the institution and described, “This learning experience was
for executives … how better to integrate a more holistic and Indigenous thought process … they
did it primarily through the voice and learnings of Elders” (KSP4). Another way support can be
shown is through accessing and utilizing the on-campus IESS more effectively, which will be
discussed further in the next section.
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Finding 4. Indigenous students acknowledged the current Indigenous support services
but would appreciate increased awareness and engagement with Indigenous student support,
Indigenous People and Indigenous Places.
Indigenous student support. Indigenous representation through awareness and
engagement with Indigenous supports, Indigenous people, and Indigenous gathering space
presented itself within the surveys as well as within the one-on-one discussions. Accessing IESS
and utilizing the on-campus supports more effectively provides informed support on Indigenous
contexts with Indigenous people. When Indigenous alumni students were asked about awareness
of Indigenous student supports on campus, responses included an awareness of Indigenous
student support staff by name and/or the Indigenous gathering space on campus by name (12/20,
IAS, Q4).
When a connection was established with Indigenous student support staff, students had
positive comments (10/12) such as “the [Indigenous services provider] was very supportive
during my residency” and “the [Indigenous gathering space] was a nice spot to do group work
and relax after a long [day]” with additional comments referencing the graduate ceremony and
scholarship information received via email. The current students who responded to the same
question also all expressed an awareness of Indigenous student support staff by name and/or the
Indigenous gathering space on campus by name (4/4, ICS, Q4). During the one-on-one
discussions, most people commented on the awareness of the territorial acknowledgement during
the first residency. One shared that they felt that having an
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Indigenous service provider onsite to provide support … sent a fairly strong message
from the onset that there was a desire to not only respect Indigenous culture and history,
but to try to find a way to enrich that educational experience. (KSP4)
Another student shared about their engagement with the Indigenous Service Provider, “I
made sure to go in and introduce myself to [Indigenous student support staff] … and talk to [the
staff] a little more … [the Indigenous support staff] said ‘make yourself at home’” (KSP5).
This next section mentions unsuccessful engagements with the Indigenous service
provider. Again, I bring attention to this to highlight the need to increase resources to this
valuable service. The Indigenous Alumni Survey responses indicated “when you call the
[Indigenous service provider office] you are told that it might take days or weeks to hear back”
and another said, “[The Indigenous service provider] is super busy so it’s hard to reach out to
[them]. Maybe [the Indigenous service provider] needs some help? One person is hardly enough
to represent all the FN [First Nations] in our area” (IAS, Q4). In addition to these unfortunate
experiences, there were also a number of students who were simply ‘not aware’ of Indigenous
student supports. The IAS captured responses (IAS, 9/20, Q4) that included statements such as
“not aware of any” and “none that I was aware of” (6/9). The one-on-one discussions also
produced responses that referenced Indigenous representation in terms of gathering space on
campus. One participant shared, “My first impression as an Indigenous person was that there was
very little of our culture reflected back at me” (KSP7). Another participant commented,
My first impression when I first got to RRU was how colonial it is in having a castle with
a rose garden, almost to the point that I thought it was a joke … I wondered if there was
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anything else or any way to reconcile that very stark contrast in very physical
environment. (KSP1)
Furthermore, another participant shared the following:
I did not notice much in the way of Indigenous artifacts, indicators of history or local
culture. They have a big one now, it is the totem at the front entrance … but if
[Indigenous artifacts] stops at the front gate and there is nothing inside, it is easy to forget
about it. (KSP4)
Being grateful that there is an Indigenous service provider, Indigenous students also
suggested ways in which Indigenous representation could be greater provided. In the surveys,
Indigenous students were asked, “What other supports would you like to see your program offer
to Indigenous students?” (Q16). Some of the responses captured: Indigenized space through the
campus (5), cultural events/ceremony (5), Indigenous mentorship (5), Indigenous
courses/curriculum (3), Indigenous scholarships open across provinces (3), awareness of services
(2) and more resources to current services (3). The same question in the ICS (Q16) recorded
similar responses: Indigenous mentorship (2), Indigenous curriculum (2), Indigenous ceremony
(1) and Indigenous space throughout campus (1).
Indigenous people. In the one-on-one discussions, there was a sense for greater
Indigenous people and greater Indigenous space at RRU. One participant said, “We still don’t
have any Indigenous instructors or faculty. We have no Indigenous people. I don’t think there’s
any people of color even” (KSP2). Another said, “More staff, not just in the Indigenous
department, put Indigenous people at the leadership level so that they can have legitimate
authority to influence policies and decisions, have more Indigenous people in administration and
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more Indigenous instructors” (KSP7). There were other suggestions about ways of including
more Indigenous people in the program that overlap with other findings or themes. For example,
within the theme of experiential learning opportunities, participants recommended that the
program integrate Indigenous knowledge into the curriculum using land-based experiential
models. Others included implementation of mentoring opportunities, not just by Indigenous
faculty to Indigenous students, but also Indigenous alumni to current Indigenous students.
Indigenous places. Indigenous students would like to see greater Indigenous culture
reflected back at them throughout the campus. One participant suggested to “develop gathering
spaces … murals, paintings, carvings, sculptures, that are in the main entrance areas … so that
students would see culture reflected back at them” (KSP7). Another participant commented on
the current location of the Indigenous gathering space: “It’s not a long-ways away, but it is …
sometimes if you have that type of center right in the main campus where everybody can access
it … Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, you may get more benefit out of it” (KSP4). Having
one designated area or location for Indigenous people and place may be felt as similar to having
a designated reserve for Indigenous people and places. Another overlap to other themes was the
Inclusion of Indigenous places into the curriculum. Indigenous students offered many land-based
teachings within their experiential learning suggestions. The conversations did not assume full
consumption of campus space with all-Indigenous surroundings; it was more about balancing the
current colonial atmosphere and its surroundings.
Finding 5. Indigenous students valued the blended-online delivery model as a tool to
balance education with work and home; however, an increase of appropriate supports during the
on-campus residency would be ideal.
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Blended-online delivery model. The blended-online delivery model is offered by way of
online studies with an on-campus residency portion. Indigenous students valued the ability to
balance work, home and education as indicated by Indigenous alumni students with positive
statements such as “being able to continue my family life and job while pursuing an education”
and “the online portion and the Moodle experience and the fact that I could time manage my
studies” (10/22, IAS, Q9) was important to well-being. The current students surveyed also
expressed statements such as “the blended model of on-line and residency helped to put into
practice some of the program competencies” and the “face-to-face relational learning during
residency work well … to develop a relationship with fellow students in the cohort for improved
online learning” (ICS, Q9). With the one-on-one discussions, participants shared, “I could keep
working … and do this master’s degree at the same time … with online courses you can go at
your own pace … you can step back and figure out which is the best way to [engage with
others]” (KSP2). Another participant shared, “I wanted something I could do online, and still
work at the same time” (KSP3). Being able to manage the responsibility of continuing to work,
attending to home-life responsibilities in addition to pursuing higher education was valued.
Online component. The online component did reveal an outlier in the awareness of
Indigenous student support services. For example, one respondent said, “It was a little difficult to
become a part of the services because of the online studies” (IAS, Q9) and another respondent
commented, “Not aware of supports for me as an online student” (IAS, Q4). Another concern
about the online component was the inclusion of Indigenous content into the curriculum. A
participant in the one-on-one discussion noted, “They might not want to do online for the
Indigenous pieces, maybe the on-campus sessions” (KSP6). Although the online component
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works well for Indigenous students to pursue higher education, there was a disconnect to their
(students) diverse communities. Indigenous culture values relationality and the online component
was not as conducive to relationship development.
On-campus component. The on-campus component revealed other areas that could
provide enhanced experiences for Indigenous students. Relating to the family component of the
program, one participant shared, “I found it most difficult to ground myself, because my family
wasn’t there” (KSP3). One-on-one participants would have liked to see more time scheduled
during the on-campus residency to visit the Indigenous service provider. For example, one
participant noted, “I had gone to [the Indigenous service provider], but [they were] gone on
[their] regularly scheduled vacation, so [they were] not there the first week [of residency]”
(KSP1). Another ideal component to on-campus delivery is for an awareness of what services are
available through the Indigenous service provider. For example, “one thing I was not aware of at
the time was whether or not there were Elder services available for Indigenous students … I
certainly could have used Elders services during my stay there” (KSP4). As mentioned,
relationships are a key component in Indigenous culture. When students are removed from their
own relationships such as family, it would be ideal to provide opportunities to create new
positive relationships during the on-campus portion.
Transformational growth. Having access to Indigenous ways of restoring oneself during
the program provided wholistic balance and transformational growth. Transformational growth
in this inquiry referred to learning that was applicable to life experience and impacted students
positively. Indigenous alumni students stated, “My experience fits the [RRU] logo, it was truly
Life Changing” and “[the experience] was transformational in the sense that it provided much
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needed insight, perspective and inclusion…I was in need of coming back to myself” (IAS, 3b).
Current students commented, “I learned a great deal about myself” and “it has been a growth
experience thus far” (3/5, ICS, Q3b). Transformational growth was also supported by the
environment. Students in the one-on-one discussions also acknowledged receiving balance
through access to land resources and the ability to rebalance themselves in the forest or near the
water. For example, one student shared, “[A First Nation cohort member] would lead these forest
walks with us and taught us how to use the cedar in our own journey out in the forest” (KSP6).
There were other stories of experiences when students practiced their own personal ways of
ceremony, such as smudging, prayer, and feeling the voices of ancestors.
Transformational growth for Indigenous students can also be shared through personal
spiritual experiences. One knowledge-sharing provider in the one-on-one discussion recollected
feeling like she had an outer-body experience after defending herself when faced with traumatic
incidences (KSP1). Another participant recollected:
I remember the first residency, when we went for the walk. I remember being out there
and I remember just thinking of my ancestors and I said, “Okay, what am I doing here?
Help me see why I am here, everything happens for a reason, there is a reason why I am
here.” … I was crying and then as I walked, I felt the warmth of the sun … the clouds
parted, the sun came right on my shoulder … and then I could hear the ancestors say to
me … “You are exactly where you should be … This is meant for you to happen.” … I
trusted them; I trust what I heard. (KSP6)
Sharing these transformational growth experiences by alumni and current students share
with new incoming students and to SoLS offers the academic institute and Indigenous students

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

81

some experiences that Indigenous student face when they are on campus. KSP2 cautioned, “Be
aware of your own internalized racism, your own need for healing … because you will need to
draw on the strength that you have gained from your healing journey, and it will also test your
journey. Another participant shared, “If we are going to get through that [educational journey],
we have to make it ours. We really need to make sure that we take ownership of it” (KSP3). For
SoLS, another important message one of the participants said,
I also think there needed to be some mitigation strategies in place around how to account
for the biproduct of creating these pressure-prompted scenarios. I feel strongly that they
are manufacturing conditions that replicate real life, however, they are not doing enough
to support the safety of learners given the dynamics that we can anticipate come up in
those spaces. (KSP1)
Indigenous students expressed gratitude for the transformational growth they experienced
through the program and would like to see an increased way of making connections to the natural
resources, perhaps using Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing more often throughout
their studies at RRU.
Triggers. I present triggers here although individually they could also belong with other
themes. I place them in this category because it is similar in the way I viewed the blended-online
delivery as a key to practical balance and as I related transformational growth to personal
balance. I have thematically labelled triggers as personal balance. In their one-on-one
discussions, participants shared triggers experienced during the on-campus residency, which
were unpredictable in nature. One participant shared an experience about staying in the dorms
during the on-campus residency: “It never occurred to me how the residence actually would

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

82

impact me … my mom attended residential school and so I remember being in that little tiny
room and looking out the window and cried from my soul” (KSP6). These triggers are never
anticipated, but an awareness of previous experiences such as these may help be prepared to
respond appropriately. This knowledge-sharing provider also described, both as witness and
participant, another on-campus trigger,
This group lead an activity … we had to sit really quietly and weren’t allowed to speak
… they walked around without saying a word and they just kept touching people … one
Indigenous student got up and left in tears and my heart was racing … it was a trigger for
me, it was a trigger for her and I never knew that that day I would wake up and have a
trigger. (KSP6)
The intergenerational impacts of the way Indigenous people have been historically
treated are felt and expressed not fully known or understood by the academy and at times triggers
are not known to Indigenous Peoples until they experience the trigger. Another participant shared
an example of a trigger during class on-campus:
What hit me really hard in class was … we had to do an interview … the first question
had to do with our most positive experience in elementary school. I said, “I am really
sorry … I do not have one … I was in what they call Indian Day School, it came after
residential schools … my teachers were horrible … I had one teacher in particular who
would always tell me, [extremely hurtful and negative comments about how my life
would be] … so, you go in there carrying all this stuff, which I know it is very different
from what [other students] come in carrying … my partner and I were sitting there crying
at our table. (KSP3)
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Certain activities can surface feelings for one Indigenous student and not another. One
participant described having a recollection of a buried memory during an arts-based class activity
during the on-campus residency component:
Because of the cultural colonization impact, I completely blocked [a traumatic
experience], and it was shocking to me, but at the time, as I started to draw this out, I
remembered with a lot of intensity in that moment, and with the rest of the cohort
standing there, doing kindergarten type exercises, recalling [a traumatic experience] from
when I was sixteen. (KSP7)
This personal traumatic experience had been witnessed by some of her peers, who
provided comfort at the time; however, it created friction for a non-Indigenous cohort member
who was not present at the time. It was not understood by non-Indigenous student or the
instructor how to support the Indigenous student by honouring her healing process needs. For the
non-Indigenous student trying to make sense of the experience she did not witness created more
trauma about the issue. KSP7 continued,
One of my cohort had said to me, “What did you share with the rest of the group?” and I
said, “It’s personal, it’s just my history. You know, it’s just something I don’t want to
talk about” and she said, “Well, I want to know” and I said, “I’m not going to open
myself up to that again” and she demanded, “I have a right to know, I’m part of your
team and you’re going to tell me now.”
Unfortunately, in this experience, the Indigenous student also did not receive appropriate
response or support from the instructor. In this particular experience, a gathering took place
where the instructor supported the non-Indigenous student’s demands to be told (KSP7).
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Through these triggers, Indigenous students used the resources of the land to practice ceremony
in their own way while on campus. For example, one participant shared, “I did practice my own
cultural ceremonies in my room [and] being able to go sit by the ocean and on the land, they
were sources of strength for me” (KSP1). Another shared, “When I get too anxious, I go find a
quiet place, and I’ll say my prayers, so I did that” (KSP3).
Indigenous students also offered study strategies for maintaining balance and is provided
in Appendix I found at the end of this document after the references.
From the knowledge gathered for this inquiry, there were many components in the
current way the program runs that Indigenous students identified as working well. Among others,
the prevailing topics included the following items:
•

The real-world application of the curriculum.

•

The positive relationships with instructors and cohort that are developed through the
cohort model.

•

The current endeavours at inclusion of Indigenous reflection; for example, the
welcome and/or acknowledgement of the territory at the welcome dinner and the
information provided about the Indigenous Service Provider.

•

The program design of the online and on-campus component, allowing students to
balance work, home and school life.

•

The transformational experience.

Furthermore, Indigenous students described what ideal support, design, and/or curriculum
could look like, such as the following items:
•

Greater inclusion of Indigenous content, theory and practice.
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•

Increased Indigenous community involvement within the delivery of the curriculum.

•

Increased support during the on-campus residency component.

•

Appropriate response training of instructors to enhance relationships between the
instructors and cohort.

The implementation strategies to create positive change to enhance the program, as well
as the resources and supports that will be needed to do so, will be discussed further in the offered
guidance section. The next section will further discuss sense-making of the knowledge gathered
(conclusions).
Sense-making of the Knowledge Gathered (Conclusions)
This section will focus on the sense-making of the knowledge gathered (conclusions)
from the surveys and one-on-one discussions. I presented participants with the primary inquiry
question: How can the School of Leadership Studies Master of Arts in Leadership program
enhance the overall learning experience for Indigenous students so that they feel they are being
true to their Indigenous values while being in the academy? Through the knowledge gathered
from Indigenous student experiences, insights were provided that highlight what is working well,
identified areas of growth opportunity, and offered ways of implementing positive changes in a
culturally responsive way. These experiences were shared to amplify the work currently being
done in response to the TRC’s (2015b) Calls to Action. It was difficult to categorize the
knowledge into specific topic areas as they tended to blend and overlap with other categories.
Nonetheless, I offer the following sense-making of the knowledge gathered.
In discussing the inquiry question with participants, it was clear to some degree,
Indigenous students continue to experience the two-world phenomenon (Finding 1). In
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navigating the two-worlds, Indigenous students translate Western contexts into Indigenous
perspectives and vice-versa, thus experience the parallel between the two-worlds (Conclusion 1).
Kenny (2012) stated, “The dilemmas involved in the bridge-building are often referred to as
‘living between [two-worlds]’ … there is plenty of leadership work to do in order to walk
between [the two-worlds]” (p. 4). Indigenous students negotiating Western contexts in academic
institutions continues to need exploration with the collaboration between Indigenous and nonIndigenous people within the academy to identify opportunities to understand the two-worlds in
favour of Indigenous postsecondary student success. As a direct connection to the inquiry
question, Indigenous scholars are finding ways to include their cultural perspective into
academic contexts.
When I reviewed the remaining themes of the knowledge gathered: real-world
application of the curriculum, instructors and cohort, Indigenous representation, blended-online
delivery model, transformational growth and student strategies, I saw how these themes, and
associated findings, spoke to the need for intellectual space, emotional space, physical space and
spiritual space. I recall conversations with the knowledge-sharing providers about various forms
of space needed within the institution. The student experience of individual balance being
affected, both positively and negatively, was validated through the narratives shared. Balance is
also naturally demonstrated through the first two inquiry subquestions:
1. What is working well for Indigenous students in the current way the program runs?
2. What does ideal support, design, and/or curriculum look like to Indigenous students?
In essence, there are positive affirmations, followed by the answer to enhancing or
restoring balance. After seeing student experiences align with a familiar Indigenous way of

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

87

knowing, I considered ways to present the ‘sense-making’ for the academic institution in a way
that identifies insight into the needs and supports, specific to Indigenous students. In Nuu-chahnulth worldview, in addition to teaching and learning through observation and practice, we also
teach and learn through story. I have witnessed stories of Indigenous students and I find
respectful methods to retell what I heard to the academy. In addition to re-storying, I have chosen
to present the sense-making of the knowledge gathered using a likeness to the wholistic wheel
concept discussed in the literature review, as this is how the knowledge gathered presented itself
to me. Furthermore, displaying the knowledge gathered and sense-making in this manner offered
enhanced translation between Indigenous and Western contexts and offers another perspective
outside the academic methods. Pidgeon (2008) also wrote about Indigenous student needs and
referred to it as “a wholistic representation of Indigenous participation in higher education”
(p. 352). The representation of student experiences included intellectual, emotional, physical and
spiritual needs. It makes sense that student responses of Western academia parallel wholistic
methods to this framework. I will demonstrate how the knowledge gathered in this inquiry
aligned within each of these wholistic components.
Intellectual space. In this inquiry, intellectual space refers to aspects of engaging the
mind. I have connected the themes of real-world application of curriculum and Indigenous
content and align them with the wholistic well-being of intellectual space. Indigenous students
appreciated the real-world application of the curriculum, but desired greater inclusion of
informed Indigenous content, theory and experience (Finding 2). Indigenous content, presented
in an informed way reflected throughout the readings, delivery methods and conversations,
provides the intellectual space for Indigenous students to exchange knowledge in a relevant way;
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thus, contributes to the overall learning experience for Indigenous students (Conclusion 2).
Kirkness and Barnhardt (1991) noted, “To the extent universities are able to reconstruct
themselves to be more relevant to, and accepting of First Nations students’ perspectives and
experiences, they will be that much more relevant and responsive to the needs of all students”
(p. 9). Including Indigenous content in a relevant way will offer less translation time, for
Indigenous and non-Indigenous, if the content is inclusive of Indigenous ways of knowing, being
and doing. Specifically, if Indigenous content is delivered in curriculum using Indigenous
examples in theory and experience, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous students will be
exposed to the material that will aid in understanding of Indigenous knowledge and associated
systems. Battiste (2008) wrote, “Educators must also respect the fact that Indigenous knowledge
can only be fully known from within the community contexts and only through prolonged
discussions with each of these groups” (p. 501). Informed Indigenous content is to ensure
Indigenous approaches are used appropriately and so that Indigenous students may be able to add
to the content and not feel as though they are the content. Indigenous students appreciated being
able to share their lived experience as an Indigenous person when there is a receptive audience,
however, this should be in addition to the content that is adequately informed, prepared and
delivered within the curriculum. Indigenous content should be adequately informed, by
Indigenous community members, with preparation and training of instructors or facilitators to
enhance delivery within the curriculum. Shauneen Pete (2016) explained, “Indigenous learners
are here to learn; expecting them to fill in the curricular gaps by addressing Indigenous issues
themselves is an unfair burden that is not shared by other learners, nor do they get ‘extra credit’
for doing so” (p. 85). This supports the placement of shared responsibility between the academic
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institution seeking collaboration with appropriate Indigenous communities to appropriately
inform the Indigenous content.
Emotional space. I have connected the themes of instructors and cohort as well as
instructor preparedness to align with the wholistic well-being of emotional space. Indigenous
students developed positive relationships with instructors and cohort, however, they also
identified opportunities for instructor preparedness (Finding 3). Kirkness and Barnhardt (1991)
stated,
The conventional institutionalized roles of a university faculty member as the creator and
dispenser of knowledge and expertise and the student as the passive recipient of that
knowledge and expertise have a tendency to interfere with the establishment of the kinds
of personalized “human” relationships to which First Nations students are most likely to
respond. (p. 9)
Students reported a greater positive experience when there was a connection made with
instructors and/or cohort members. Pidgeon (2008) stated, “Every aspect of student life, having
the support and involvement of the students, their family, and peers along with the institution, its
staff and faculty” (p. 350) aids in a more wholistic approach for Indigenous students. A
connection was felt through engagement and support with instructors and fellow cohort members
during the face-to-face interactions and group work. Instructors with knowledge and
understanding of Indigenous specific histories are better equipped to foster relationships between
instructors and cohort members, thereby offers emotional space and reciprocal relationships,
which then contributes to the overall learning experiences for Indigenous students (Conclusion
3). As noted in RCAP, “Remaining passive and silent is not neutrality – it is support for the
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status quo” (Dussault & Erasmus, 1996, p. 68). Indigenous students need to feel the support of
instructors. Inclusion of Indigenous content, a blend from intellectual space, requires instructors
to be prepared to model the way in respectful conversations or experiences so that safe emotional
space is created. Instructors fostering safe emotional space can have a positive impact to the
Indigenous student’s sense of belonging and connection to the RRU community.
Physical space. I have connected the themes of Indigenous Student Support, Indigenous
People, and Indigenous Places to align with the wholistic well-being of physical space.
Indigenous students acknowledged the current Indigenous support services but would appreciate
increased awareness and engagement with Indigenous Student Support, Indigenous People and
Indigenous Places (Finding 4). Kirkness and Barnhardt (1991) explained, “To [Indigenous
students], the university represents an impersonal, intimidating and often hostile environment, in
which little of what they bring in the way of cultural knowledge, traditions and core values is
recognized, much less respected” (p. 6). Awareness and access to Indigenous imagery is one
method that demonstrates respect for Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing; hence,
provides the physical space for Indigenous students to connect in a recognizable manner with
Indigenous supports, people and places (Conclusion 4). As a blend with emotional space,
positive experiences with university Indigenous supports, people and places establishes a
connection providing the student opportunity to see themselves within the university setting.
Battiste (2008) shared, “One comes to know [Indigenous knowledge] through extended
conversations and experiences with elders, peoples, and places” (p. 502). Indigenous students
recognized that there were physical spaces on-campus that reflected Indigenous culture;
however, the location of these places is a distance from the core of the campus. “Physical
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location then has an ability to obscure or further marginalize these populations, especially when
these centers are located on the fringes of campus” (Smith & Varghese, 2016, p. 466).
Indigenous students felt it would be of greater benefit to have enhanced Indigenous people
presence and places physically reflected back at them throughout the campus.
Spiritual space. I have connected the themes of the Blended-online Delivery Model,
Transformational Growth and the associated Triggers that can be experienced to align with the
wholistic well-being of spiritual space. Indigenous students valued the blended-online delivery
model as a tool to balance education with work and home; however, other opportunities to
include wholistic balance would be ideal (Finding 5). For example, interweaving space that
responds to the intellectual, emotional and physical needs of Indigenous students will nurture
spiritual space, an individual aspect in one’s own journey (Conclusion 5). Individual balance
strengthens the responsibility of balance to family and community, as well as provides space for
Indigenous students to access their individual strength-based values while in the academy. As
described earlier, much of my schoolwork were conducted at the hockey arena during the
90-minute practices or the 60-minute pregame time. For me, this was the balance I integrated so
that I could participate in family and school activities.
Absolon (2011) wrote, “Our Elders describe our earthwalk by saying we are spiritual
beings having human experiences” (p. 57). Indigenous people are a spiritual people and this
spiritual connection is an individual experience. For those who shared their experiences with me,
also expressed a connection to our ancestors, spiritually searching to find strength within their
educational journey. Battiste (2008) stated, “The personal and tribal experiences with their
immediate environment and with their personal and intense interaction with the spiritual world
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provided the core foundations for knowledge” (p. 499). Having a connection to natural resources
surrounding the campus and having an Indigenous gathering space on campus, a blend from
physical space, offered opportunities to spiritually reground oneself. Indigenous students felt a
strong sense of responsibility to be able to balance school with their already full work and family
life. Kirkness and Barnhardt (1991) wrote,
The most promising sign on the horizon of First Nations people exercising responsibility
and increasing participation in the arena of higher education is the burgeoning number of
First Nations post-secondary/adult education initiatives, both within and outside existing
institutions across the U.S. and Canada. (p. 12)
Creating ways for Indigenous students to “model the way” (Kouzes & Posner, 2012,
p. 16) would benefit students, mentors, families, and communities as well as the academic
institution with the potential for higher success outcomes. Kouzes and Posner (2012) explained,
“To effectively Model the Way, you must first be clear about your own guiding principles. You
must clarify values by finding your voice” (p. 16). Many Indigenous students offered study
strategies, as found in the Appendix I, such as a commitment, communication, tangible
reminders, and regrounding provide students with a strong sense of self and to engage in the
processes by using your voice to speak your truth. Archibald (2008) pointed out, “Sharing what
one has learned is an important Indigenous tradition” (p. 2). Exploring ways for Indigenous
students to give back to their communities would benefit personal balance.
The blend of themes shows the interconnectedness of wholistic well-being. Real-world
application presented with Indigenous content, aligned to intellectual space within the academy.
This blended into responsiveness from instructors and cohort; which aligned with emotional
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space and establish a sense of connection to community. A connection to community blends with
a connection to Indigenous student supports, Indigenous people and Indigenous places.
Connection to community aligned with physical space because access and engagement with
Indigenous people and Indigenous places were also described as physical reflections of culture
within the academy. A connection to Indigenous representation blended into spiritual space,
because the physical places on campus added to the ability for the students to ground and
reground themselves, offering opportunities to balance. The opportunity to reground during the
individual educational journey as well as the program design provided opportunity to harmonize
family, work, and school life.
I offer the following visual (Figure 1) to demonstrate how the themes illustrated
themselves to me for comprehension. It illustrates a wholistic approach to the knowledge
gathered.
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Figure 1. Likeness to Indigenous wholistic framework (Pigeon, 2008) using inquiry knowledge.
During this processing phase of sense-making of the knowledge, I kept coming to stories
about my understanding of Indigenous ways of hosting. In my upbringing, I was taught to be a
good host. Whenever visitors came to my grandparent’s home, we offered food and drink. We
sat and enjoyed conversation. If they had no place to stay, we offered a bed or couch. I remember
my grandmother always cooking meals, “enough to feed an army,” because one would never
know who might show up to eat at our house. I still practice this in my own home, with beds and
floor-space filled with family coming to ‘town’ from our community. I recall having
conversations with my husband about always cooking too much food! I remember many times
when family members stopping by to check-in on me and as I was taught. I always offered them
meal, such as a salmon sandwich with tea. I share these stories to honour my grandparents and
know that they taught me right. These practices taught to me are not isolated to Nuu-chah-nulth
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worldviews, but is a common practice for diverse Indigenous Peoples. I share these teachings
because there are ways that the institute could incorporate them into practice. Institutes can
organize food and gatherings not only for meetings, but also for relationship building between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous students and/or between students and faculty.
Indigenous Peoples are strengthening their cultures through reviving and demonstrating
this practice through the tribal journeys. Tribal journeys begin with canoes leaving one
community and travelling to other communities on a path to a final gathering space. At each stop
on the journey, the incoming canoes wait on the water and request permission from the host
community to come ashore. Once permission is granted to the visiting canoes, the host
community is now responsible for the guests’ safety and provides shelter, food, gifts, song, and
dance. Often, the host community leaves with the visitors and joins the journey to the next
community on the path to the final gathering space. Locally, I have seen communities from
Northern Vancouver Island travel to Southern Vancouver Island with many stops along the way
and then continuing the journey across the border to the United States until arriving at a final
destination. More recently, Indigenous people from New Zealand have joined in this practice,
demonstrating international protocols of understanding.
Transferring these teachings into a university setting, I offer another story. When I was
meeting with the Old Ones from the Heron People, my teachings are to take care of our Old
People. As a demonstration of being a good host, I brought food and drink to our meetings. I
brought a variety of offerings, not knowing preference or dietary concerns. I brought plenty, as I
was not sure who may accompany the Old One and I may need to offer more. Perhaps I could
have asked ahead of time, but my thli-muhk-sti (intuition) told me otherwise. This could be
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because I was always taught to ‘just serve’ and not ask your guest if they would like food or
drink. Our meetings were broken down into smaller time frames with greater frequency, opposed
to a 1-day meeting over a longer length of time, this was to allow relationships to develop. The
space we met was accessible, most times on-campus, but included meetings in their home.
During the on-campus meetings, I greeted the Old Ones at the parking lot to walk, to and from,
with them offering assistance as we walked their pace. During one of the scheduled meetings, I
discovered that the Old One I was meeting with had taken the city bus from their home to meet
on-campus. Without hesitation, I drove the hour by car to return them safely to their home. At
our meetings, I offered a small gift of appreciation each time we met because their time and
knowledge they shared with me was valued. In addition to a monetary offering, I have found
hand-made gifts hold sentimental value to our Old Ones. When I could not make the gift myself,
I purchased gifts that were made by a community member. This was a near equivalent to the Old
One. These are all teachings of how to treat our Old Ones with respect and always keeping the
benefit of the community in the heart.
The knowledge gathered through narrative exchanges have been shared to provide
diverse examples and perspectives of how the SoLS MA Leadership program can enhance the
overall learning experience for Indigenous students to access and utilize their Indigenous own
ways of knowing, being, and doing within the academy.
Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry
The primary limitation of this inquiry was the Western timelines. The timelines did not
parallel efficiently with Indigenous processes. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) described Western
research as having “a different conceptualization of such things as time” (p. 44). Although
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adequate timelines were met, and relationships were developed through the short interactions, I
felt there was not enough time to fully develop relationships in a meaningful way.
Another limitation I found was word choice. It was difficult to incorporate appropriate
Indigenous word choice within the Western context. English words often carry so many varying
meanings whereas Indigenous words often describe relational context. Wilson (2001) described
the following pertaining to language translation, “a couch or sofa in Cree translated literally
means ‘someplace where you sit’ … rather than calling it a sofa, rather than calling it an object,
you name it through your relationship to it” (p. 177). I am not a fluent speaker of the Nuu-chahnulth language, but my grandparents were, and the language that was modelled in our home
translated to simple relational contexts, not complex Western language.
There are many threads in the blanket of Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing. I
found it difficult to focus on one thread when the content is interwoven with so many other
threads, limiting the scope. The nature of this inquiry offered many opportunities to explore other
areas of Indigenous specific content. This sometimes created an overwhelming feeling of
needing to address it all. Together with my supervisor, we talked through these overwhelming
feelings and referenced it as the big breath in. When a big breath was taken, like when you hold
your breath in anticipation of the overwhelming thoughts, the learning piece in this is to
remember to exhale that breath. Exhaling the breath is a reminder of the scope of the inquiry,
which was limited to SoLS MA Leadership program and the self-identified Indigenous current or
alumni students.
The scope included self-identified Indigenous alumni and current students of RRU. I am
privileged to have received 23 alumni and six current student responses in the online survey and
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to have met with seven students for one-on-one discussions. A limitation of this response rate is
consideration of the other 80% or more of the Indigenous student population who did not
participate. Although greater participation would have provided a more inclusive inquiry, I am
reminded that the timelines would have been more difficult to negotiate.
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Chapter Five: Inquiry Implications
This inquiry has journeyed through crests and troughs of stories shared by Indigenous
students at RRU. The crest, being the uppermost point of a wave, representing the first inquiry
subquestion, “What is working well for Indigenous students in the current way the program
runs” and the trough, the lowest point of the wave, representing the second inquiry subquestion,
“What ideal support, design, and/or curriculum looks like to Indigenous students.” A
presentation has been shared of knowledge gathered and sense-making that reflect the
Indigenous student experience in this inquiry. In this chapter, respectfully offered guidance
(recommendations) are presented for SoLS to consider that were produced from the knowledge
gathered pertaining to the third inquiry subquestion: “What positive changes can be implemented
to enhance the program for Indigenous students?” This included guidance regarding the fourth
inquiry subquestion, “What resources and supports will be needed to successfully implement
recommendations?”
The offered guidance is offered specifically for SoLS MA Leadership program, but I
hope they offer insight and example to other departments, schools and universities to model
after. Following the offered guidance are sections on “Organizational Implications,”
“Implications for Future Inquiry,” and a “Summary” of the chapter.
Offered Guidance (Recommendations)
Intellectual space. With appreciation of the real-world application of the current
curriculum content, a desire was expressed for greater Indigenous content in the curriculum, both
in theory and experience. Presenting Indigenous content throughout the readings, delivery

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

100

methods and conversations in an informed way was identified as a key component to the
inclusion of such knowledge.
Offered guidance 1. SoLS could review the current reading list and placement of
Indigenous content. The inclusion of an Indigenous article in a reading list, for example, should
not be placed next to an article that discusses white privilege; this sets up an unnecessary
dichotomy. A possible solution could be to add a third article that discusses yet another
perspective from another region of the world. This review would benefit the intellectual space
related to ‘theory.’
Offered guidance 2. SoLS could also offer a cleansing practice, such as cedar brushing,
after conducting deep, reflective activities during the on-campus residency. After plenary
sessions that surface Indigenous histories, a cedar brushing may be offered. This should be
offered as optional to both Indigenous and non-Indigenous students and must have an Indigenous
community member explain and complete the practice. It is good practice that when the potential
for surfacing negative reflection can occur, especially for Indigenous students, leaving them in a
good way and good heart is valuable. This delivery method contributes to intellectual space,
related to ‘experience.’
A review of the curriculum could begin through dialogue with Indigenous students who
recently completed the coursework as they will have fresher recollections of interactions
experienced within the program. Pete (2016) offered, “As a program or department, develop a
scope and sequence of Indigenous content” (p. 83) as well as “collaborate with Indigenous
scholars, Elders, and others to review program plans” (p. 83). Another alternative could include a
debrief of reflections provided by Indigenous students to their instructors.
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In addition to including informed Indigenous content in the curriculum, including more
Indigenous people to facilitate or cofacilitate demonstrates support and acceptance, perceived or
otherwise, of Indigenous content throughout the curriculum by others in the academy
(i.e., students, staff, faculty, other departments, other universities, etc.). MacDonald (2016)
wrote, “Proponents of indigenization say it is important for the work to be led by [I]ndigenous
people, supported by non-[I]ndigenous allies, with everyone sharing and learning from the
exchange” (para. 19). Including Indigenous people within the curriculum delivery builds
capacity for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous instructors, especially opportunities for new
ways of including Indigenous content to emerge. Furthermore, collaborative work benefits
Indigenous students being able to see themselves in the academy.
Including informed Indigenous content provides the intellectual space for Indigenous
students to learn with others and contribute to content in a safe and meaningful way.
Emotional space. Indigenous students appreciated making a connection with instructors
and cohort members. This enhanced a positive experience and connection to the university
community. Students also appreciated being able to share their lived experience as an Indigenous
person when there was a receptive audience.
Offered guidance 3. SoLS could require instructors to have appropriate response training
related to Indigenous specific histories. Appropriate response training includes trauma and
intergenerational impacts related to the histories experienced by Indigenous Peoples. The
appropriate response of instructors contributes to the emotional space that fosters relationships
with instructors and cohort members. Ongoing professional development regarding Indigenous
specific experiences would be necessary because there are many opportunities to enhance
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knowledge and understanding. Perhaps appropriate response training could include an online
modular course for instructors and staff, followed with a connection to the direct mentorship into
the program delivery. Also, as strategies are developed to meet the Calls to Action, new and
emerging ways to share knowledge can be exchanged. MacDonald (2016) captured a story
shared by a senior advisor on Indigenous affairs about faculty members being encouraged to add
Indigenous content to new courses being offered and the faculty response for this was to note
‘not applicable.’ When given a choice, not all instructors are willing to put in the effort and so it
is important to build in an accountability policy.
Furthermore, the appropriate response training should be managed by SoLS to maintain
the accountability of instructor participation. Instructors come as faculty members or as term
instructors, offering appropriate response training in a practical manner to capture all instructors
within SoLS will need to be further considered. Appropriate response training of instructors
equips instructors to better manage unexpected situations within their course, from Indigenous
and non-Indigenous students. Pete (2016) suggested that instructors have “prepared responses to
student questions about the level of Indigenous content” (p. 87). Although linked to Indigenous
content, the main point speaks to being prepared. For example, an Indigenous student may
experience an unexpected trigger, as detailed in the knowledge gathered of this inquiry, or a nonIndigenous student may engage negatively regarding Indigenous knowledge that needs
appropriate response. Instructors equipped to respond to unexpected questions or situations
provide the emotional space for reciprocal relationship to develop.
Physical space. Indigenous students acknowledged the current Indigenous support
services but would appreciate increased awareness and engagement with Indigenous student
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support, Indigenous People and Indigenous Places. Indigenous imagery demonstrates respect for
Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing in a recognizable manner.
Offered guidance 4. SoLS could request Elder-in-Residence services be available during
the residency portions of the program design. An Old One at the University of Victoria shared
with me that an Elder-in-residence considers themselves as a substitute grandparent. When
Indigenous students indicate family as their strongest support system, it would be ideal to have a
connection to an Elder-in-residence during the on-campus residency when the intensity of the
program delivery may be heightened, and students are away from their families. This person
could also support the ‘triggers’ that occur during the first residency, intensified without the
support of family, and strengthens the connection to RRU community.
Offered guidance 5. SoLS could cocreate a ‘Walk of the Lands’ with and by the local
Indigenous community to story land usage precolonization to balance the ‘Castle Tour.’ There
was a stark contrast reported by Indigenous students, upon first arrival to campus, between the
territorial acknowledgement and the physical representation of the colonial structures. Offering
an alternate way of viewing the land, in addition to the current tour, may balance the view of the
information of the land. Other experiential components can also be included, such as offering a
few “learn how” sessions for students during lunch (i.e., beading, wool weaving, cedar work,
etc.).
Offered guidance 6. SoLS could create, promote or access an Indigenous Mentorship
online group. If this is already offered through the Indigenous Service Provider, increasing
awareness and accessibility will help students connect to the RRU community. Alternatively,
SoLS could strategize the ‘buddy’ pairing it does with a focus of pairing Year-1 Indigenous
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students with Indigenous alumni students. Pairing Year-1 students with Year-2 students does
seem practical; however, Year-2 students may be immersed in their projects or theses and may
add unnecessary strain to their time commitments. Indigenous alumni students also expressed
interest in a mentorship program as a way of giving back to RRU and Indigenous community.
Offered guidance 7. SoLS could advocate for greater Indigenous art pieces to be
displayed throughout the campus, such as sculptures, paintings, and murals. A knowledgesharing provider advised that she had donated an art piece to SoLS as a way of contributing to
this cause as she felt this was an opportunity for more Indigenous culture to be reflected back at
her. Perhaps there are other opportunities to have students work on art projects, individually or as
a cohort, which could later be displayed throughout campus. Another alternative could be to
work with local art galleries to negotiate a loan of local Indigenous art pieces to be displayed
throughout campus. Indigenous culture through art displays in physical spaces can be a way in
which to reflect Indigenous culture back to Indigenous students in a respectful way.
Spiritual space. Indigenous students valued the blended-online delivery model as a tool
to balance education with work and home as well as the transformational growth they
experienced throughout the program; however, spiritual connection is a personal journey
experienced by the individual. Interweaving space that responds to the intellectual, emotional
and physical needs of Indigenous students will nurture the spiritual space of Indigenous students.
Offered guidance 8. SoLS could advocate for increased resources for the Indigenous
Service Provider, to be open, available, and participatory during the on-campus residency. As
mentioned, this is a valuable resource to students especially during the on-campus residency.
Accessibility should be negotiated for the on-campus planning and delivery.
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Offered guidance 9. SoLS could commit to an annual review of the course content to
continue to provide transformational learning opportunities that include Indigenous ways of
knowing, being and doing. An annual review will also provide an opportunity to evaluate the
implementation of the changes made. The review could include feedback from students through
direct dialogue or at the end of each term through instructor wrap-up sessions informed by
reflective reporting of students. The questions can be guided by the inquiry subquestions of this
inquiry and informed and/or supported by IESS and/or Indigenous alumni of SoLS. An annual
review provides an opportunity to amplify successes and/or dampen shortcomings quicker.
Offering a variety of inclusive space within the academy supports the spiritual space for
Indigenous learners. Indigenous students have their own unique ways of creating wholistic
balance and accessing spiritual space when needed. “Indigenous knowledge systems transmit
knowledge in different ways. Elders, ceremonies, and on-the-land learning opportunities can also
be robust sites of transformative intellectual development” (Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018, p. 225).
Creating ways for students, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, to engage with Knowledge Keepers
offers transformative learning.
Offered guidance 10. SoLS could work with communications department to feature
Indigenous student successes. I encourage this to be faculty-driven because Indigenous students
new to scholarship are not accustomed to promoting their work. Pete (2016) suggested,
“celebrate and honour Indigenous alumni” (p. 84), “invite Indigenous scholar to present to
learners in your faculty” (p. 84) and “nominate Indigenous scholars for recognition and awards
in your field” (p. 84). If faculty recognize work worthy of recognition, and if the student permits,
it is generally acceptable for others to recognize their work. This offers opportunity for
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Indigenous students to model the way to other Indigenous students and give back to community,
with the potential for higher success rates of future Indigenous students. Though spiritual space
is blend of intellectual, emotional and physical space, it strongly supports spiritual space.
In navigating the two-worlds, Indigenous students translate Western contexts into
Indigenous perspectives and back again, seeing the parallel between the two-worlds. Providing
the intellectual, emotional, physical and spiritual space enhances the opportunity for Indigenous
students to feel safe to bring their whole self into their academic world.
Organizational Implications
In this section, I will address the organizational implications of the inquiry. It will begin
with details of the partner organization engagement with the results of applied inquiry, followed
by an analysis of the need and process required to implement the offered guidance, as well as the
implications for not implementing. Following this, the systemic impacts of these changes will be
discussed, followed by an offering of how this thesis will contribute to scholarship and literature.
The Director of the SoLS, Dr. Catherine Etmanski and I met over coffee to discuss the
results of this inquiry. I provided a summary of the writings from within this thesis of the
knowledge gathered, sense-making of the knowledge gathered as well as offered guidance for
consideration to my partner. We exchanged thoughts of how the MA Leadership program could
implement the offered guidance, with the goal of enhancing the overall learning experience for
Indigenous students. The partner for distribution within SoLS requested a summary of the
offered guidance (Appendix J) for planning and implementation.
I commend SoLS for partnering in this inquiry. Capturing the stories of the Indigenous
students admitted in an academic institution offers a real opportunity to understand what is
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working well and what areas of improvement are identified. Creating or enhancing space
(intellectual, emotional, physical, and spiritual) to host Indigenous students in a way that is
reflective of Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing is only one small piece of the larger
TRC’s (2015b) Calls to Action, but it is a meaningful start. Gaudry and Lorenz (2018) advised,
“It is perhaps best to view Indigenous inclusion [increased Indigenous students, faculty, and
staff], then, not as an end goal as many universities currently do, but rather as a strategy for
building toward systemic indigenization of the Canadian academy” (p. 221). To understand the
end goal, both SoLS and the Indigenous students they want to enhance programming for, need to
have a common understanding of what they are working toward. Senge (2006) described this as
creative tension, whereby the gap of the vision of what we want in measured to the current
reality of where we are in relation to the vision, causing a force to seek resolution (p. 132). The
academy now has the TRC Calls to Action to create meaningful initiatives to change the way
Indigenous students experience higher education.
There are three main processes that the offered guidance will need careful consideration
that I parallel to my systems thinking learning outcomes of first residency: self, self with others,
and self in systems. The processes include: SoLS, as self; SoLS in collaboration with IESS, self
with others; and SoLS as an advocate, self in systems. Each of these processes will amplify the
good work carried out in these relationships.
Within SoLS, as self, processes can be initiated that do not directly rely on the already atcapacity resourcing of the Indigenous service provider. Stroh (2015) noted, “Empowering
themselves through greater self-awareness is the first step in changing their reality” (p. 32).
Reflecting on what SoLS can do internally is a part of sharing the responsibility. For example,

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

108

processes for the curriculum review could include assembling a few Indigenous students who
have recently completed the program to offer emerging ideas with the most recent delivery of
curriculum for feedback related to Indigenous content, theory and experience. Another example,
the management of the appropriate response training that instructors could be required to take to
enhance the emotional space within the program. SoLS can evaluate the offered guidance as a
starting point to see what emerges and can be managed within SoLS as a key place to review
current resources within house.
Another level of process for the offered guidance will require SoLS in collaboration with
IESS, self with others. Collaboration with IESS connects the consultation with Indigenous
community. For example, the experiential component will need access to Knowledge Keepers,
for cleansing practices, Elder-in-residence, or ‘Walk of the Lands’ initiative. IESS, serving the
university community, is at-capacity and will need increased resourcing to provide further inhouse support. Perhaps an alternative would be to streamline some of these processes. For
instance, if a list of Knowledge Keepers were available to the SoLS MA Leadership program for
specific experiential components of the program, then arrangements can be made directly by
SoLS with the Knowledge Keepers. A humble cautioning, Knowledge Keepers are highly valued
and in-demand, often over-extending themselves. In some cases, it may be more appropriate to
have practices in place through IESS so as to not over-extend the Old Ones and Knowledge
Keepers.
A third level of process for the offered guidance is SoLS as advocate, self within systems.
SoLS leadership will need to advocate within the system of the academic institution for human
and financial resources to continue to support and advance Indigenous inclusion toward systemic
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change. Particularly, if adequate resources cannot be secured at the departmental level, advocacy
for human and financial resources for IESS, who liaises with community partners, will be
imperative. Another example of advocacy could include advocacy to and for the facilities
management department to include Indigenous art pieces to be displayed throughout the campus.
Stroh (2015) reminded, “The greatest leverage they [the academic institution] have in a system
begins with changing themselves” (p. 36). There are ways for SoLS to have a greater impact
through advocacy of other departments within the system. The processes to the offered guidance
lead to systemic change, not only within the school but the university community. Providing
transformational learning, with respectful consideration and inclusion to Indigenous ways of
knowing, being and doing, to the students who will interact with each other in society will make
a difference in the conversations, approaches and perspectives being lived and storied.
The processes taken from the offered guidance are efforts toward a goal, an effort toward
the shared responsibility of on the journey toward reconciliation. If positive changes can be
implemented, within SoLS, between the collaboration of SoLS and IESS, and/or at the level of
SoLS within the university, then systemic change can be realized. Time is a valued part of the
process within Indigenous contexts, but action toward continued improvement for the benefit of
our Peoples is also valued. Positive action now toward culturally responsive programming is
needed. The implications of not implementing the offered guidance is a continuation of the status
quo, where Indigenous students remain marginalized within the institution, negative stereotypes
of Indigenous people are perpetuated, and the lived experience stories of the educational journey
told by Indigenous students remains unchanged. Furthermore, Indigenous students could choose
to attend other postsecondary institutions that have implemented change as a form of cultural and
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social responsiveness. SoLS has the opportunity to demonstrate true leadership, within a program
training the next generation of leaders, given the knowledge gathered and sense-making of the
knowledge gathered that has been shared.
The journey of this thesis offers a window into the experiences of Indigenous students.
The elements that have emerged from this journey include specific data to SoLS to create
positive change, offered guidance that is transferrable within SoLS to other internal initiatives,
transferrable knowledge to other departments within the university, transferrable knowledge for
other universities to establish processes for Indigenous inclusion, as well as emerging ideas in
response to the TRC’s (2015b) Calls to Action. I offer this contribution of knowledge to
instructors in universities, as an opportunity to reflect on what role and responsibility their
interactions have with Indigenous students. I provide this contribution of knowledge to the
administrative levels of the institutions, that it takes solid resources and understanding to
implement change. I extend this contribution of knowledge to leadership levels of the institution
to influence policy and practice. Most importantly, I give this contribution of knowledge to
Indigenous students to reflect deeply on their own strength-based values to parallel as strategies
for a successful journey traversing culture and academy. I trust that this knowledge, as shared
through story and experience, will offer a new perspective to the way academic institutions
engage with Indigenous students.
The future story of this inquiry is yet to be told. Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director of
SoLS and my partner organization, has expressed support of the offered guidance and proposed
intention of sharing the knowledge within SoLS. A request was made about my willingness to
present and/or attend a dialogue session within SoLS regarding the offered guidance; I am
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willing. She also committed to further collaboration with IESS as well as noted the need for
advocacy within the university.
From my personal journey within this thesis, I have experienced the personal impacts. It
has strengthened my connection with my Nuu-chah-nulth way of being, extending to
conversations with my sons about their access to cultural values as strengths. It has strengthened
my desire to continue to pursue higher education. It has also informed my professional life, as an
Indigenous person who also works at a university within Indigenous Education, I have begun to
transfer the knowledge into dialogue within the department and inter-departmental levels. The
journey continues.
Implications for Future Inquiry
The potential to extend this inquiry into further future inquiry is also a possibility. It
could extend to multiple departments within the university, or leadership departments of multiple
universities.
There is opportunity for similar future inquiry of self-identified Indigenous students
within the SoLS. Another call for knowledge-sharing participants who did not participate in this
inquiry could provide knowledge through one-on-one discussion and/or a Circle could be held,
as it was cancelled within this inquiry. The inquiry could limit the inquiry to those who have
completed the course work within the last 2 years to provide feedback in real time with closer
current reality state of the program. Whether it is through an anonymous survey, or feedback
session upon completion of the course work. There is an opportunity for future inquiry of selfidentified Indigenous students, current or alumni, within SoLS.
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Another future inquiry opportunity could include non-Indigenous students and their lived
experience with the inclusion of Indigenous content. An inquiry in this area could reveal historic
barriers that non-Indigenous students face or fear with the inclusion of Indigenous ways of
knowing, being and doing within the academy, reveal perpetual stereotypes of Indigenous
students, as well as other successful ways Indigenous curriculum, theory and experience, has
impacted students in the academy and other social arenas.
The focus of this inquiry was the successful completion (alumni) and current students. A
survey of Indigenous postsecondary students that did not complete their studies would be another
valuable tool to understand what experiences led to the withdrawal from the academy. These
stories could reveal life-experience or academic-experience leading up to a pause in the journey
of higher education. Receiving this knowledge would add value to what measures could be
implemented to support completion of postsecondary studies.
Little change has been realized in the stories of Indigenous postsecondary experiences
over the last few decades. Future inquiry means little without any action attached to the inquiry.
Thesis Summary
The thesis journey began for me with the story of my journey that included many
attempts on the path to higher education. I was interested in sharing my story to help other
Indigenous students.
The history of education for Indigenous people in Canada has resulted in decades of
traumatic impacts and intergenerational experiences that many Canadians are just learning about.
Through the engaged-action oriented inquiry model of the thesis, the unique opportunity to
model bidirectional engagement with other Indigenous postsecondary students and the academic
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institution willing to learn from the knowledge creation, afforded an opportunity to leverage the
knowledge to benefit both Indigenous students and the academic institutions.
Framed in Nuu-chah-nulth ways of knowing, being and doing, I engaged with all
relationships within the inquiry, the Old Ones of the Heron People, my Nuu-chah-nulth Elder,
the knowledge-sharing providers, the partner organization and my thesis supervisor, in a
respectful way to honour the teachings of my grandparents. It was important for me to
demonstrate integrity throughout the journey, as this value is held in high regard with the Nuuchah-nulth worldview and other Indigenous cultural belief systems.
The knowledge shared with me reflects a wholistic approach for the academic institution
to consider for enhancing future engagement with Indigenous postsecondary students. Embedded
within the stories shared by Indigenous postsecondary students are values related to the crests
(highs) and troughs (lows) of their journey; unique to each individual. I offer additional stories
from my experience as a Nuu-chah-nulth postsecondary student to provide a parallel view of
academic experience through a cultural lens.
The offered guidance discussed in this chapter, along with the processes to approaching
them, is only one implementation strategy. One of the Nuu-chah-nulth teaching methods is for
the mentor to show by doing while the apprentice observes, followed by the apprentice doing and
the mentor observes. When my grandmother taught me how to jar fish, she used very little verbal
communication. She would continue with the task repeatedly and point out key things to
remember. When it was time, I had to follow the process, with nurturing corrections and plenty
of smiles. The offered guidance, and processes, is like the academy learning to jar fish. After
decades of various agencies reporting the Indigenous postsecondary experience, it is time
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implement a new approach. With the Indigenous community members informing and advising
along the way, there is sure to be some correcting. It is hopeful that through the bidirectional
engagement of the relationship, and the shared responsibility toward reconciliation, that plenty of
smiles are shared with the greater completion of postsecondary studies for Indigenous students.
What is unique in this inquiry is the commitment from the academic institution, SoLS
MA Leadership program, to engage in the offered guidance, and truly participate in the shared
responsibility of reconciliation. The responsibility and ability of implementing the offered
guidance in this inquiry is left to the partner organization to initiate potential for change within
the MA Leadership program that may enhance the overall learning experience for Indigenous
students. Through the TRC’s (2015b) Calls to Action, space has been created for our stories, a
space for the truths of Indigenous experience. What we need now is for ‘us,’ as individuals, as
family members, as community members, as Indigenous Peoples, is to find the strength to speak,
and honour those who have journeyed before us, and those struggling to find the path, to lead the
way in speaking our truths toward reconciliation.
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Appendix A: Indigenous Student Survey Questions
•

Are you an Indigenous person?

•

What is your ancestry?

•

What is your gender identity?

•

Are you someone with trans experience (meaning your gender identity does not align
with your sex assigned at birth)?

•

How old are you?

•

What type of program did you take? (based on response, other options were available
based on graduate diploma, bachelor’s degree and master’s degree)

•

When did you complete your program?

•

Please indicate your level of satisfaction with your experience of the program you
were/are registered in at Royal Roads University:

•

We would appreciate understanding your response to the question above. Please tell
us more about your experience.

•

Please list any Indigenous student supports at Royal Roads University that you
were/are aware of:

•

Did/Do you access any formal student support services at Royal Roads University?
Why or why not?

•

Overall, during your studies at Royal Roads University, describe your overall
experience sharing your worldview on Indigenous knowledge.

•

What does cultural safety in an educational institute mean to you, and please provide
an example of your experience during your studies at Royal Roads University.

•

At what point in the program, if any, did you feel safe expressing your experiences as
an Indigenous student with other students, staff, or faculty?

•

Please describe any of the elements of the program design that worked/work well for
you.

•

Please describe any of the elements of the curriculum that worked/work well for you.

•

Describe any language descriptors reflecting Indigenous knowledge that may have
triggered uncomfortable feelings or conversations online or in-person.

•

Please share any study strategies you applied during your studies, group assignments,
meetings, and group dynamics.

•

Please share a story of working with other resources and mentors that assisted you
during your studies.
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•

Please share an experience of a time when you felt supported, by someone outside of
the university, when time for cultural commitments competed with time for your
studies.

•

Please share an example of when a Royal Roads University community member
supported you through a personal challenge.

•

What other supports would you like to see your program offer to Indigenous
students?

•

Please offer any suggestions you have for improving your student experience at Royal
Roads University.
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Appendix B: Email Invitation
Sent to you on behalf of Christine Webster, a Master of Arts in Leadership student,
requesting your participation in a research project.
Dear [Prospective Participant],
My name is Christine Webster. I am Nuu-chah-nulth from the Ahousaht Nation. I am a MA
Leadership Thesis student at Royal Roads University (RRU) as well as a Research Assistant to
Dr. Kathy Bishop, associate professor in the School of Leadership Studies (SoLS) and her
colleagues Dr. Elizabeth Hartney and Dr. Wanda Krause.
I would like to invite you to be a part of a dual research project.
In consultation with Asma Antoine, Manager of Indigenous Education and Student Support
(IESS) and The Heron People Elders group at RRU, we are conducting a research project entitled
Indigenous Alumni Survey. Concurrently, I am also conducting a project entitled Traversing
Culture and the Academy as part of the requirement for my Master of Arts in Leadership degree
at RRU. This project has been approved by the partner organization, Dr. Catherine Etmanski,
Director, School of Leadership Studies.
The overall purpose of this dual project is to engage with current and alumni Indigenous students
of RRU. We are interested in learning about your experiences of your post-secondary
educational journey.
The information gathered will be used to inform the query into how RRU, in general, and SoLS
in particular, can enhance the overall learning experience for Indigenous students.
Each project has a specific primary inquiry question, namely:
The Indigenous Alumni survey focus is:
How can Royal Roads University enhance its cultural safety, supports and opportunities for
learning Indigenous perspectives in post-secondary education?
Christine’s MA thesis focus is:
How can the School of Leadership Studies Master of Arts in Leadership program enhance the
overall learning experience for Indigenous students so that they feel they are being true to their
Indigenous values while being in the academy?
Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you are a current or alumni
Indigenous student of RRU. There are three ways to participate:
An online survey and is estimated to last 20-30 minutes.
[insert link to survey here]

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

125

A Circle discussion estimated to last 75 minutes.
[insert link to email here]
A One-on-one discussion estimated to last 75 minutes.
[insert link to email here]
You may participate in all three methods if you wish. The attached document (to be sent as an
email attachment) contains further information about the study conduct and will enable you to
make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review this
information before responding.
You are not required to participate in this project. If you do choose to participate, you name will
not be associated with this project nor shared with the School.
Your story would be a valued contribution. Many, many thanks for considering this request as it
may have meaningful and lasting positive changes for Indigenous students within educational
institutions.
Please feel free to share with other current or alumni Indigenous students of RRU.
Kleco! Kleco! (Thank you),
Christine Webster
christine.2webster@royalroads.ca
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Appendix C: Research Information Letter
My name is Christine Webster. I am Nuu-chah-nulth from the Ahousaht Nation. I am a MA
Leadership Thesis student at Royal Roads University (RRU) as well as a Research Assistant to
Dr. Kathy Bishop, associate professor in the School of Leadership Studies (SoLS) and her
colleagues Dr. Elizabeth Hartney and Dr. Wanda Krause.
In consultation with Asma Antoine, Manager of Indigenous Education and Student Support
(IESS) and The Heron People Elders group at RRU, we are conducting a research project entitled
Indigenous Alumni Survey. Concurrently, I am also conducting a project entitled Traversing
Culture and the Academy as part of the requirement for my Master of Arts in Leadership degree
at RRU. This project has been approved by the partner organization, Dr. Catherine Etmanski,
Director, School of Leadership Studies.
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization
The overall purpose of this dual project is to engage with Indigenous alumni students of Royal
Roads University and current MA Leadership students in the School of Leadership studies. We
are interested in learning about your experiences of your post-secondary educational journey.
The information gathered will be used to inform the query into how RRU, in general, and the
SoLS in particular, can enhance the overall learning experience for Indigenous students in line
with each research project.
Each project has a specific primary inquiry question, namely:
The Indigenous Alumni survey focus is:
How can Royal Roads University enhance its cultural safety, supports and opportunities for
learning Indigenous perspectives in post-secondary education?
Christine’s MA thesis focus is:
How can the School of Leadership Studies Master of Arts in Leadership program enhance the
overall learning experience for Indigenous students so that they feel they are being true to their
Indigenous values while being in the academy?
Your participation and how information will be collected
The dual research will consist of an online survey, a Circle discussion, and/or a One-on-one
discussion.
The online survey is anticipated to last 20-30 minutes.
The Circle discussion is anticipated to last 75 minutes.
The interview discussion is anticipated to last 75 minutes.

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

127

The anticipated questions for the circle and the interview will be aligned with the sub-questions
of the inquiry of the MA thesis inquiry:
•

What is working well for Indigenous students in the current way the program runs?

•

What does ideal support, design and/or curriculum look like to Indigenous students?

•

What positive changes can be implemented to enhance the program for Indigenous
students?

•

What resources and supports will be needed to successfully implement
recommendations?

Benefits and risks to participation
The benefit of participation is the sharing of knowledge to RRU and SoLS MA Leadership
program to enhance the cultural safety, supports and opportunities for learning Indigenous
perspectives in post-secondary education, discover potential strategies for implementation within
the MA Leadership curriculum, and enrich the overall learning for Indigenous students. It is an
initiative toward shared responsibility in reconciliation between Indigenous Peoples and
educational institutions.
The risk of participation is perceived as minimal although may include the potential surfacing of
the intergenerational trauma experienced to our people in educational institutions. Wherever
possible in the project, ceremonial cleansing will be offered as well as information to access
cultural or counselling support so that the work on reconciliation continues to move forward in a
positive way.
Inquiry team
I will be collaborating with the Heron People, a group of local Indigenous community elders who
advise on Indigenous matters within the university community. Working with the local
Indigenous community is a key element in ensuring the process is guided and enacted in a good
way. It will be a great honour having them share their knowledge within the inquiry and
participating in the potential to create positive change within an educational institutional to
support the educational success of the next generation of Indigenous students.
Asma Antoine is the manager of IESS at RRU. She will participate as a member of the inquiry
team as she is responsible for approving all Indigenous initiatives within RRU.
Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest
There are no actual, perceived or potential Conflict of Interest on part of the Principal
Investigator, Co-Researchers or Research Assistant for the Indigenous Alumni Survey research
project. With regards to my MA thesis project, in addition to being a Research Assistant on the
Indigenous Alumni Survey research project, I am a student at RRU within SoLS MA Leadership
program. My partner organization is the SoLS MA Leadership program. I am partnered with this
organization for the interest of enhancing the overall learning experience of Indigenous students
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and partnering with this organization was to have the opportunity to have change
recommendations actualized. This partnership is an action toward shared reconciliation between
Indigenous people and educational institutions. I disclose this information here so that you can
make a fully informed decision on whether or not to participate in this study.
Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period
I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information collected will be
maintained in confidence. The online survey is anonymous, and data will be collected via Lime
Survey and will be saved on a password protected file on the RRU secure server Kathy Bishop,
the principal investigator and be stored on a password protected computer with data encryption.
The Circle and One-on-one discussion hard copy materials (e.g., consent forms, transcripts,
audio tapes) will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in my home office. The electronic data from
Circle and One-on-one discussion (such as transcripts or audio files) will be stored on a
password protected computer on my home computer with encryption. Information will be
recorded via word processing or audio recorded and, where appropriate, summarized, in
anonymous format, in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be
attributed to any individual unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand. All
documentation will be kept strictly confidential. Survey results will be archived at RRU. The
data retention period for the Circle and one-on-one interviews will be one-year past completion
of my master’s degree, upon which time all hard copy and electronic materials will be destroyed.
Data with identifiable information will not be retained if a participant wishes to withdraw at any
time. Data from the online survey is not able to be withdrawn as the survey will be anonymous
and it will be impossible to confirm participant to data. Due to the nature of Circle participation,
it is not possible to keep identities of the participants anonymous from the researcher, facilitator,
or other participants. However, participants will be asked to not share names or identifying
comments outside the group.
Information collected in the online survey will be archived for later reference and comparison.
Sharing results
The survey findings will be captured in a final report to be shared with the leadership team at
RRU as well as shared with the broader faculty community at RRU. As well, the survey findings
will be used to inform my thesis study. In addition to submitting my final report to RRU in
partial fulfillment for a Master of Arts in Leadership degree, I will also be sharing my research
findings which includes data from the survey, circle and interviews with the School of
Leadership Studies. The research findings for both projects may also be used in journal articles,
books, or conference presentations as opportunities arise. The report will be made available to
participants through the Royal Roads portal or an electronic copy via email request and will also
be published in pro-quest as a thesis.
Procedure for withdrawing from the study
A participant may withdraw personal or identifiable information from the study at any time by
contacting Christine Webster or SoLS at RRU. The online survey will be anonymous,
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withdrawal will therefore not be possible since it will be impossible to confirm which
participants made which comments. Due to the nature of the Circle method, withdrawing
personal or identifiable information may not be possible, however, participants will be asked to
not share names or identifying comments outside the group. One-on-one discussion participants
may withdraw their personal or identifiable information at any time; however, once the data has
been collated and unidentifiable and the report finalized, this may not be possible.
You are not required to participate in this project. By clicking the link or replying directly to the
e-mail request for participation, or signing the in-person consent form, you indicate that you have
read and understand the information above and give your free and informed consent to
participate in this project.
Your story would be a valued contribution. Many, many thanks for considering this request as it
may have meaningful and lasting positive changes for Indigenous students within educational
institutions.
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records.
Kleco! Kleco! (Thank you),
Christine Webster
christine.2webster@royalroads.ca
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Appendix D: Semistructured Interview Protocol
Primary Research Question:
How can the School of Leadership Studies Master of Arts in Leadership program enhance the
overall learning experience for Indigenous students so that they feel they are being true to their
Indigenous values while being in the academy?

Introductory script:
•

Consent to record

•

Research Information Letter

•

Consent Form: verify or verbal

Guiding Questions:
•

Was your program in the School of Leadership Studies at RRU?

•

What is working well in the current way the program is delivered?

•

What would ideal support, program design and curriculum look like from your
perspective?

•

Where you able to share elements of your culture throughout your degree? Did you feel
safe doing so?

•

Who or what inspires you to pursue higher education?

•

What strategies did you use to keep going throughout your educational experience?

•

Was there a time when cultural responsibility conflicted with your studies?

•

How can RRU/SoLS get to that future state that helps our Indigenous students?

•

What kinds of resources or supports will be needed to overcome identified barriers?

•

Was there anything else you would like to share that I didn’t ask or you didn’t cover?

Follow-up questions, based on responses:
•

You mentioned ________, can you expand on that

•

Can you tell me more about _______

•

Can you explain a bit more what you meant by _________

•

Why is ____a significant issue for you?
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Conclusion script
•

Thank you

•

Reminder about cultural and academic support through IESS

•

Online survey reminder

•

Circle discussion
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Appendix E: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement
Christine Webster (the Student) will be conducting a dual research project as a Research
Assistant to Dr. Kathy Bishop, associate professor in the School of Leadership Studies and her
colleagues Dr. Elizabeth Hartney and Dr. Wanda Krause as well as in partial fulfillment of the
requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal Roads University.
Each project has a specific primary inquiry question, namely:
The Indigenous Alumni survey focus is:
How can Royal Roads University enhance its cultural safety, supports and opportunities for
learning Indigenous perspectives in post-secondary education?
Christine’s MA thesis focus is:
How can the School of Leadership Studies Master of Arts in Leadership program enhance the
overall learning experience for Indigenous students so that they feel they are being true to their
Indigenous values while being in the academy?
The Student’s credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by calling
Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership, at (250) 391-2600 x4162 or email
Catherine.Etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca
Inquiry Team Member Role Description
As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with these projects, your role may
include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of
questions, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, reviewing analysis of data, and
reviewing associated knowledge products to assist the Student, the School of Leadership Studies
MA Leadership program and Royal Roads University’s change process. In the course of this
activity, you may be privy to confidential inquiry data.
Confidentiality of Inquiry Data
In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this inquiry
project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information
generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the
functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to
receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is
covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information,
personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying
information.
Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed,
retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the Royal Roads
Academic Supervisor.
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Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to share about
the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with Christine
Webster, the Student.
Statement of Informed Consent:
I have read and understand this agreement.

________________________
Name (Please Print)

_______________________
Signature

_____________
Date

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

134

Appendix F: Research Consent Form
By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 18, are a current or alumni
Indigenous student of Royal Roads University, and have read the information letter for this
study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed consent to
participate in this project and data contributed will be used in the final report and any other
knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.).
I consent to the audio recording.
I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me to be included in this study,
provided that my identity (IS or IS NOT) disclosed
please circle one

Circle Participants
I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated be used in this study,
for example: flipchart in Circle discussion
I commit to respect the confidential nature of the Circle discussion by not sharing
identifying information about the other participants
Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________
Signed: _____________________________________________________________
Date: ______________________________________________
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Appendix G: Indigenous Student Survey Preamble
Indigenous Student Survey
Thank you for accessing this survey.
Your voluntary participation is requested in completing this survey.
Purpose of Research
This survey is focused on how Royal Roads University can enhance its cultural safety, supports
and opportunities for learning Indigenous perspectives in post-secondary education. It will be
further used to inform how the School of Leadership Studies Master of Arts in Leadership
program can enhance the overall learning experience for Indigenous students so that they feel
they are being true to their Indigenous values while being in the academy.
The survey is estimated to take approximately 30 minutes to complete.
The information you provide will be summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of a final
report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual.
All data received is anonymous and will be kept confidential.
Your completion of this survey will constitute your informed consent.
By hitting the submit button, you will confirm that you have read the Research Information
Letter that provided details of the research and consent to participation of this survey and the
analysis of responses.
Royal Roads University members acknowledge that we learn, work, and live on the traditional
lands of the Xwsepsum (Esquimalt) and Lkwungen (Songhees) ancestors and families.
My name is Christine Webster. I am Nuu-chah-nulth from the Ahousaht Nation.
I am a MA Leadership Thesis student at Royal Roads University as well as a Research Assistant
to Dr. Kathy Bishop, associate professor and program head in the School of Leadership Studies,
and her colleagues Dr. Elizabeth Hartney and Dr. Wanda Krause.
In consultation with Asma Antoine, Manager of Indigenous Education and Student Support and
The Heron People Elders group at Royal Roads University, we are conducting a research project
Indigenous Alumni Survey. Concurrently, I am also conducting a project Traversing Culture and
the Academy as part of the requirement for my Master of Arts in Leadership degree at Royal
Roads University. This project has been approved by the partner organization, Dr. Catherine
Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies.
There are 26 questions in this survey

TRAVERSING CULTURE AND ACADEMY

136

Appendix H: Indigenous Student Survey Postamble
Your experience and story is a valued contribution. Many, many thanks for your participation as
it may have meaningful and lasting positive changes for Indigenous students within educational
institutions.
Please also consider participating in a Circle discussion or Interview by emailing your interest to
christine.2webster@royalroads.ca
If you would like more information regarding cultural and/or academic support, please contact
Indigenous Education and Student Support at Royal Roads University at the link below.
http://www.royalroads.ca/about/aboriginal-relations/student-services
Submit your survey.
Thank you for completing this survey.
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Appendix I: Student Study Strategies
Commitment

Communication

Tangible

Grounding

I recognized I
didn’t have to be
the best in all of
the courses … just
do the best you can
(KSP2)

Communication with
your support system is
really helpful … I
found [with
communication] …
I’d get more support
than by just trying to
do it all (KSP3)

Identify a token to
visualize the goal …
take it [everywhere] …
[use as] part of
practical planning …
what do you do if you
get into those crisis
moments? (KSP7)

Give ourselves
permission to say this
is what we need …
say our ways, our
processes, are valid in
your Western system
(KSP6)

Check into the
process and
commit to that
process … I
cleared everything
to make sure that I
could devote 100%
of my time to my
studies (KSP5)

“I challenged myself
to push myself out of
my comfort zone in
group assignments …
when I did not always
have the confidence to
do so” (ICS)

“Walks through the
forest during residency
… I created a self-care
model from the
beginning to ensure
balance … physical,
social, emotional,
mental/psychological,
cultural and spiritual”
(ICS)

“I would walk down
to the Indigenous
Centre near the water
… it helped me get regrounded” (IAS)

“I tried to stay a
little ahead of the
readings to allow
time for reflection”
(ICS)

‘Collaboration – in
person and online’
(7/20, IAS)

“our group had poor
communication … I
went for a walk and
reflected … I found a
rock that ‘spoke’ to me
… I offered tobacco
and took the rock … it
very much helped our
group” (IAS)

“I prayed to the
creator for guidance
when I was struggling
… I turned to our
cultural teachings
carry me through”
(ICS)

‘Preparation’ or
‘Planning’
(8/20, IAS)

‘Engaged –
communicating and
contributing’
(7/20, IAS)

“found time to be alone
and away from the loud
groups” (ICS)

“I drew upon the
teachings of my
elders” (ICS)
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Appendix J: Summary of the Offered Guidance (Recommendations)
SoLS could review the current reading list and placement of Indigenous content.
The inclusion of an Indigenous article in a reading list should not be placed next to an article
that discusses white privilege; this sets up an unnecessary dichotomy. I suggest a third
article that discusses yet another perspective from another region of the world.
SoLS could offer a cleansing practice, such as cedar brushing, after conducting deep,
reflective activities during the on-campus residency.
This is offered as optional to both Indigenous and non-Indigenous students and must have
an Indigenous community member explain and complete the practice.
SoLS could require instructors to have appropriate response training related to
Indigenous specific histories.
Appropriate response training includes trauma and intergenerational impacts related to the
histories experienced by Indigenous Peoples.
SoLS could request Elder-in-Residence services be available during the residency
portions of the program design.
Indigenous students indicate family as their strongest support system; it would be ideal to
have a connection to an Elder-in-residence during the on-campus portion when the intensity
of the program delivery may be heightened, and students are away from their families.
SoLS could co-create a ‘Walk of the Lands’ with and by the local Indigenous
community to story land usage pre-colonization to balance the ‘Castle Tour.’
A stark contrast was reported by Indigenous students upon first arrival to campus, between
the territorial acknowledgement and the physical representation of the colonial structures.
Offering an alternate way of viewing the land may level the information of the land.
SoLS could create, promote or access an Indigenous Mentorship online group.
If this is already offered through IESS, increase awareness and accessibility. Alternatively,
SoLS could strategize the ‘buddy’ pairing it does with a focus of pairing year one
Indigenous students with Indigenous alumni students.
SoLS could advocate for greater Indigenous art pieces to be displayed throughout the
campus such as: sculptures, paintings, murals, etc.
Find creative ways to include Indigenous art pieces through students; or perhaps, work with
local art galleries to negotiate a loan of local Indigenous art pieces to be displayed
throughout campus.
SoLS could advocate for increased resources for the Indigenous Service Provider, to be
open, available, and participatory during the on-campus residency.
This is a valuable resource to students especially during the on-campus residency;
accessibility should be negotiated for the on-campus planning and delivery.
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SoLS could commit to an annual review of the course content to continue to provide
transformational learning opportunities that include Indigenous ways of knowing,
being and doing.
An annual review will also provide an opportunity to evaluate the implementation of the
changes made that is informed by students and/or instructors.
SoLS could work with communications department to feature Indigenous student
successes.
I encourage this to be faculty-driven because Indigenous students new to scholarship are not
accustomed to promoting their work

