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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to use my experiences to explore the shifts in values and practice 

that resulted from three years of exploration of my place in the context of First Peoples’ history 

in Canada.  I wondered, what was it about my own experience that ignited new awareness of and 

appreciation for Indigenous ways of knowing in me?  Was it possible to spark this passion in 

others and, if so, how?  An autoethnographic lens was used to share, analyse, and reflect on key 

moments in the development of my own sociocultural awareness over a three year period.  

Through composite narrative vignettes and corresponding analyses, I was able to identify key 

themes in my own journey and implications for myself and other Settler educators on a path 

toward Unsettling. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Purpose of the Study 

 In the summer of 2017, I had a moment of awakening.  After setting out to learn more 

about leadership, I instead became a student of place and story.  For the first time, I began the 

process of exploring my own relationship with Canada’s true history and the Indigenous peoples 

of Turtle Island.  I became aware of what I didn’t know and the harm that this ignorance was 

doing to the students I’d had and would have, as well as the others those students would 

encounter in their lives.  I felt guilty, ashamed, and scared.  Everything I thought had mattered to 

me in my practice suddenly seemed less important in the face of a bigger truth.  For the first time 

in my career, my heart was directing my attention, and since that moment my thoughts, feelings, 

values, and approaches as an educator have changed.  It was that internal shift which drew me to 

this topic.  The purpose of this study will be to use my experiences to explore the shifts in values 

and practice that follow exploration of my place in the context of First Peoples’ history in 

Canada. 

Personal Context 

 Oblivion.  It is important to acknowledge my own context in this work and fully 

articulate the position from which I speak.  Like Joanne Tompkins (2002), I am a white, middle 

class, multi-degreed, able-bodied, heterosexual female” (p. 407).  I was born, grew up, and 

completed public school and university in the lower mainland of British Columbia, where 

approximately 60% of the province’s population resides (Statistics Canada, 2019).  This area is 

among the most diverse regions in Canada, though the largest ethnic group during my childhood 

was and still remains European (Statistics Canada, 2019).  I am a second-generation German-

Canadian on my mother’s side and my ancestors have been in the country since the first hundred 
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years of colonization on my father’s side.  I can see myself in much of my country and city’s 

population, history, media, business, and government.  During my eighteen years of public 

education in the lower mainland I learned little beyond tokenistic artifacts of the history, 

language, culture, or current events of the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh, (Squamish) , xʷməθkʷəy̓əm 

(Musqueam), Tsleil-Waututh, nor Stó:lō peoples on whose land I have spent my life.  Until this 

past year, I had never set foot on any of the 11 First Nations reserves in my area.  My early 

images of First Nations peoples were what I took from elementary school units not actually 

about First Nations, but rather Inuit peoples who ‘lived in Igloos and cut holes in the ice to fish’.  

I, like many of my classmates, made dream catchers and soapstone carvings without any 

understanding or appreciation for the cultures and peoples they represented.  I was familiar with 

a world that did not include First Peoples.   

Ignorance.  In my early twenties I became a science teacher and continued to work in the 

lower mainland.  I chose this path because of my love and capacity to help and support others, 

and also for my passion in scientific fields.  I fully subscribed to (and had great success in) the 

positivist worldview of western science and believed that inspiring curiosity in students and 

giving them an education of the ‘facts’ of science was my mandate as a teacher.  I believed I 

could make lessons so exciting and engaging that every learner would see the value in science 

and find it impossible to disconnect from their learning.  In my first years of teaching I 

perpetuated this worldview, as well as the ignorance and stereotypes of Indigenous learners, not 

intentionally, but unconsciously and by omission as I struggled to fully understand what the 

science curriculum documents meant by “Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Wisdom” 

(British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2006, p. 14).  I echoed the sentiments of those around 

me who were having difficulty seeing how Aboriginal knowledge fit into the science curriculum, 
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and so I addressed it in my classroom through one-off activities or mini-lessons at best.  I was 

ignorant, racist, and impatient, and I prioritized the other components of ‘teaching’ over cultural 

responsiveness.  I used the attitudes of my colleagues and peers as justification for my actions, 

and did not take the time to try and learn more.  I treated science in the positivist way that I had 

always been taught and perpetuated Western narratives that I now see were marginalizing many 

of my students.  

Awareness.  Five years in, I began to notice the growing presence of Indigenous ways of 

knowing in education, and I had the opportunity to participate in the Blanket Exercise™ 

(KAIROS Canada, 2017).  In 2017, almost ten years after Canadian Prime Minister Stephen 

Harper’s apology to the First Nations, Métis, and Inuit survivors of Indian Residential Schools 

(Government of Canada, 2008), and as a twenty-nine year old educator, I was finally introduced 

to the complete history of my country.  I was devastated.  The Canada I thought I knew no longer 

existed, and my identity as a Canadian was no longer proud.  I felt, in my gut, the horror of what 

was done to Indigenous peoples and started to truly understand the importance of the Indigenous 

content and ways of knowing I had previously seen in curricula.  I realized that all students did 

not have the same opportunities in our publicly-funded system, and that I had an opportunity as 

an educator to make changes that could improve the equity of my classroom and school.  I 

started to notice the bias inherent not only in my teaching, but my upbringing, my thoughts, and 

my actions.  

Action.  I have spent the past three years trying to, as Paulette Regan (2010) puts it, 

“Unsettle” my Settler within.  I have spent time learning more about the true history of Canada, 

my own upbringing, and the white privilege that I benefit from every day.  I have started to see 

discrimination where I wouldn’t have noticed it before.  My focus and values as an educator 
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have begun to shift, and as a result so has my practice.  I try to make sure Indigenous culture and 

Ways of Knowing are embedded in my practice and the learning spaces I share with my students.  

I now focus my professional development on Indigenous Education and attend local cultural 

events in my community.  I enrolled in a Master’s program with specific objectives related to 

Indigenous Ways of Knowing to further my understanding of these principles in a leadership 

context.  I’ve spent more time engaged with Indigenous Education initiatives than ever before in 

my career; however, I feel that the more I learn, the less I know, and the more I need to explore.  

Peers in my program seem to treat this exploration with the gravity I feel it deserves; however 

others that I work with don’t display the same urgency and passion that I’ve developed.  I 

wonder: what is it about my own experience that has ignited this passion in me?  Is it possible to 

spark this passion in others? If so, how? 

Cultural Context  

Indigenous students in Canada are struggling (Office of the Auditor General of British 

Columbia, 2019).  The history of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis education in Canada is now 

largely understood as a sincere attempt at cultural genocide that has damaged (and murdered) 

seven generations of youth and left Indigenous communities fractured (The Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015a).  Since Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s apology 

to survivors of Indian Residential Schools in 2008 (Government of Canada, 2008), the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission has worked to identify calls to action that can lead the Indigenous 

and Settler citizens of Canada toward a more equitable and inclusive future.  Many of these calls 

are directed toward the education system and require the decolonization and Indigenization of 

curriculum and practice in order to better support the Indigenous and Settler students of the 

nation in fully understanding Canada’s history and appreciating its current diversity (The Truth 
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and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015b).  Despite a decade of work toward this, many 

Canadians are still deeply ignorant of Indigenous peoples and topics (Dion, 2007; Godlewska, et 

al., 2017; Schaefli, et al., 2018), and public education systems in Canada are still predominantly 

Eurocentric in its curriculum, structure, and values (Battiste, 2013).  This discriminatory model 

of education is marginalizing a growing population of students (Statistics Canada, 2017) whose 

worldviews and ways of knowing do not align with the colonialist model and who are supported 

by families who have been traumatized by it. 

Indigenous youth on-reserve who wish to be schooled in their community face a funding 

deficit compared to their off-reserve peers (Drummond & Kachuck Rosenbluth, 2013; Postl, 

2005).  In remote areas, many Indigenous children wishing to complete school beyond 

elementary grades do not even have the opportunity to do so in their home community (Talaga, 

2017).  Despite improvements over the past 15 years, the Office of the Auditor General of British 

Columbia (2019) reports that the high school graduation rate of Indigenous students is still 16% 

less than that of their non-Indigenous peers and that Indigenous students are more likely to opt 

for an Evergreen certificate over a Dogwood Diploma.  The BC Ministry of Education (2018) 

reports that Indigenous students are much more likely to be referred to special education for 

behaviour disabilities and much less likely for gifted designations, and that they are more likely 

to end up in alternate school settings.  The Government of Canada (2018) reports that suicide 

rates for First Nations youth are five to seven times greater than for non-Aboriginal youth and 

that suicide rates for Inuit youth are among the highest in the world.  The current education 

model is clearly not serving these learners. 
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Justification 

Cultural discontinuity theory suggests a connection between current education models 

and the disparate achievement of students of cultural, racial, ethnic, and linguistic background 

other than the dominant demographic in the local context (CRELD) by proposing that a 

disconnection between diverse students’ home culture and the culture represented by formal 

schooling alienates them and limits their ability to connect to and learn in this context (Kanu, 

2011).  Like myself, most educators in Canada are white, middle-class women between the ages 

of 30-49 (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2019; Ryan, Pollock, & 

Antonelli, 2007) who graduated from a schooling system that included little if any reference to 

the Indigenous peoples of the country.  As a result, their ability to teach in culturally responsive 

ways is limited by lack of self-awareness, knowledge, time, available resources, support, and 

prioritization by formal leadership in their district (Kanu, 2011; Tait, 2010).  Improving teacher 

self-awareness is an essential step towards improving the alignment between home and school 

culture; in order to teach in an inclusive manner, one must first identify in what ways their 

current practice is marginalizing others (Battiste, 2013; Gay, 2010; Kanu, 2011).  Methodologies 

that centre the self in research such as Autoethnography are a means for educators to critically 

reflect on personal experiences to identify deeper meaning and impact, and in doing so develop a 

better sense of the self and one’s culture (Burdell & Blue Swadener, 1999; Chang, 2008; Ellis, 

Adams, & Bochner, 2010; Sparkes, 2002). 

  Decolonization and Indigenization of curriculum are other essential factors related to 

creating a more inclusive classroom practice, sometimes referred to as Culturally Responsive 

Pedagogy (CRP) (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013).  National efforts to remove or at least 

reduce the colonial foundation of Canadian curricula are underway; however, the process is slow 
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and British Columbia has only recently started to publish curricula in which Indigenous ways of 

knowing and being are embedded and interwoven (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 

2006).  CRP in the Canadian context would ideally see in-service and preservice educators 

embarking on a form of self-study related to culturally responsive education in order to better 

understand the privilege and power dynamics at work in their local context.  Once this awareness 

has developed, educators could then, with open hearts, authentically embrace and embody the 

intense moral purpose of decolonizing and Indigenizing education, with an end goal of educators 

across the nation embracing culturally responsive pedagogy that honours and effectively 

supports the learning success of all students they work with. 

Definitions of Terms 

 There is significant variety in use and definition of many of the terms related to this 

research, and so clarification of the definitions used in this context is necessary.   

In the context of this study, Aboriginal and Indigenous refer to the First Nations, Métis, 

and Inuit peoples of Canada (Office of the Auditor General of British Columbia, 2019).  While 

Indigenous is the preferred current term as it acknowledges the legal ramifications for First 

Peoples of Canada under the United Nations Declaration of Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007), 

Aboriginal will be used to reflect earlier interpretations or in original quotes. 

Settler refers to non-Indigenous individuals living in Canada.  While some prefer the term 

non-Indigenous, Maxwell (2011) asserts that the term Settler carries a reminder of Canada’s 

colonial history and is capitalized to reflect its role as a cultural identity marker.  This study will 

also include peoples who came to Canada as slaves, indentured labourers, and refugees as 

Settlers in alignment with Maxwell’s definition. 
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First Peoples’ Principles of Learning refers to the principles published by the First 

Nations’ Education Steering Committee in 2008.  

 The cultures and ways of knowing of different Indigenous groups are deeply connected to 

context and place, and therefore unique.  For the purposes of this study, the term Indigenous 

ways of Knowing can be helpful and will refer to a set of “commonly held understandings of how 

[First Nations] interact and learn about the world” (First Nations Education Steering Committee 

& First Nations Schools Association, 2016, p. 2).  These understandings describe learning as 

learner centred, inquiry based, experiential, reflexive, reflective, and relational.  

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP) refers to educational practice and pedagogy that 

acknowledges, respects, and understands differences in student learning that “may be connected 

to background, language, family structure and social or cultural identity” (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2013, p. 2) and nurtures this uniqueness in each learner.  This term has roots in Gloria 

Ladson-Billing’s (1994) research on Culturally Relevant Teaching, and the research of Gay 

(2000) and Villegas and Lucas (2002) on Culturally Responsive Teaching/Pedagogy; however 

for the purposes of this study, CRP will refer to the deep comprehension and support of learners’ 

cultural diversity in the institutional, personal, and instructional dimensions of education as 

outlined by Richards, Brown and Forde (as cited in the Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 

3).  Of particular significance in this definition is the personal dimension of CRP, which reflects 

the mindset of culturally responsive educators.  These educators embody characteristics of self- 

and other-awareness, intense moral purpose, high expectations, and a constructivist approach 

supported by culturally responsive teaching practices which “enable them to work creatively and 

effectively to support all students in diverse settings” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 4) 
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 The term Decolonizing Education draws on Marie Battiste’s (2013) work and refers to 

the creation of education systems that are ethical and trans-systemic by  

raising the collective voice of Indigenous peoples, exposing the injustices in our colonial 

history, deconstructing the past by critically examining the social, political, economic and 

emotional reasons for silencing Aboriginal voices in Canadian history, legitimating the 

voices and experiences of Aboriginal people in the curriculum, recognizing it as a 

dynamic context of knowledge and knowing, and communicating the emotional journey 

that such explorations will generate. (p. 167) 

Indigenizing Education embodies a similar process, but specifically refers to the 

integration of Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods in the structures, systems, and 

processes of public education (The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015b). 

 Eurocentric refers to a worldview revolving around and biased toward European and 

Western culture and history.  In this worldview, alternative views and ways of knowing, such as 

those of Indigenous cultures, are excluded and/or seen as inferior (Battiste, 2013; Dion, 2007; 

Kanu, 2011; Mitchell, Thomas, & Smith, 2018; Tanaka, 2016).  

 CRELD refers to students of cultural, racial, ethnic, and linguistic background other than 

the dominant demographic (which in this local context is white, Settler students of European 

descent). 

Research Question 

Using my experiences over the past three years, my research question is: What insights 

have I gained from examining shifts in values and practice resulting from my increased exposure 

and awareness of First Peoples’ history, culture, and ways of knowing in Canada? 
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Overview of Study  

 This thesis consists of five chapters.  Chapter One, the introduction, gives the reader an 

understanding of the importance and purpose of the study through the context of an average 

(Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2019) Canadian school teacher.  

The literature review explores the historical context of First Peoples in Canada, the local context 

of my own study, as well as the possible reasons, causes, and solutions for disproportionate 

achievement of CRELD students in schools.  Chapter Three is an exploration of 

Autoethnography as a research methodology and a description of why this method was most 

appropriate to my goals as a researcher.  Chapter Four presents vignettes highlighting transitions 

in my values and actions accompanied by an analysis of these scenarios, giving me the 

opportunity to analyze and reflect on these experiences.  The final chapter, Chapter Five, 

includes a reflection of my learning through this analysis, connections to literature reviewed in 

Chapter Two, as well as directions for future learning. 
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 Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

Introduction 

 This literature review is designed to contextualize my study within current research on 

the importance of Unsettling Settler Educators in the development of Culturally Responsive 

Pedagogy that may help address the disproportionate achievement of Indigenous learners in 

Canadian public schools.  In this chapter, I begin by situating my work in its historical and local 

context and then explore disproportionality in education and its possible causes.  I then describe 

CRP as a possible response to this disproportionality and explore the role that Unsettling Settler 

educators might play in the decolonization and Indigenization of education.  Throughout this 

chapter, I attempt to further justify the significance of self-exploration in this work and the 

importance of this qualitative study. 

Historical Context 

 The disparity between the experiences and success of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

students in the current context of public education in Canada is well-documented (Battiste, 2002, 

2015; Dion, 2007; Kanu, 2005, 2007, 2011; Kinew, 2015).  In British Columbia alone, 

Indigenous students have experienced and continue to experience greater dropout rates, lower 

graduation rates, and higher proportions of Evergreen certificates than their Settler peers (Office 

of the Auditor General of British Columbia, 2019). 

There are a number of factors contributing to this disparity.  Much of this inequity is a 

product of the horrific treatment of Indigenous children and their families during the era of 

Indian Residential Schools, which impacted roughly seven generations of children (The Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015a).  The resilience of Indigenous communities 

has ensured that the Canadian government’s goal of assimilation, namely “to kill the Indian in 
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the child” (Government of Canada, 2008) and integrate graduates into Western non-Aboriginal 

society, was ultimately unsuccessful; however, the abuse suffered by Indian Residential School 

survivors and their families continues to impact Indigenous communities today (Battiste, 2002; 

Talaga, 2017; Truth & Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015a).   

Indigenous worldviews and perspectives were not formally acknowledged in Canadian 

Curriculum documents until quite recently (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2006), and 

meaningful incorporation in select provincial curricula has only just recently begun (British 

Columbia Ministry of Education, 2015), so most Indigenous students in Canada have 

experienced and continue to experience an education that is not reflective of their own cultural 

identity nor experiences.  Pervasive ignorance, racism and bias against Indigenous peoples in 

Canada is also an exacerbating factor and can be attributed to an education void of any 

Indigenous content (save stereotypes) experienced by most Settler Canadians (Battiste, 2013; 

Dion, 2007).  The Eurocentric emphasis and ignorance of Indigenous Peoples in Canadian 

culture and schools have inhibited the development of and opportunities for Indigenous students 

for generations.  

Current and Local Context 

 British Columbia is one of the few regions in Canada where only a small number of land 

treaties exist, largely due to the provincial government’s refusal to negotiate land claims with 

Indigenous groups between 1899 and the 1990s (Hall, 2002; Kajlich, 2002).  As a result, almost 

all land in BC is unceded territory of local Nations, which in the lower mainland of British 

Columbia includes the Stó:lō, xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam), Sḵwx̱wú7mesh, (Squamish), and 

Tsleil-Waututh Peoples.  Indigenous populations are also the fastest-growing demographic in 

Canada (Statistics Canada, 2017).  In addition to Indigenous populations, immigrant populations 
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have continued to rise in Vancouver over the past 40 years (Statistics Canada, 2018).  In West 

Vancouver, the municipality in which I work, immigrant families currently make up almost half 

of the local population. Over one third of West Vancouver residents identify as belonging to a 

visible minority, almost 40% have a mother tongue other than English or French, and 

approximately 25% speak a language other than English or French at home (Statistics Canada, 

2018).  The increasing diversity of this area of the city is representative of regional, national, and 

global trends as well (Statistics Canada, 2017, 2019). Cities are becoming more diverse, and with 

them, so are public school classrooms.  

Causes of Disproportionality in Education 

 Certain groups of students in classrooms around the globe continue to experience 

different levels of success.  In this case, “success” is defined as fulfillment of local curricular 

learning outcomes.  In the US, achievement of African American, Latin American, and Native 

American students falls behind Caucasian students (Gay, 2002; Gay, 2010; Hammond, 2015; 

Klingner, et al., 2005; Ladson-Billings, 1994).  As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Indigenous 

students in British Columbia drop out more frequently, and graduate less often than their Settler 

peers.  When BC Indigenous students do graduate, they do so more frequently than their Settler 

peers with a completion certificate instead of a Dogwood diploma (Office of the Auditor General 

of British Columbia, 2019).  Students of visible minorities are also more likely to end up in 

Special Education in both Canadian and American schools (Klingner, et al., 2005).   

Cultural Discontinuity Theory & Macrostructural Factor Theory.  Kanu (2011) 

explores possible reasons for these disparities through her analysis of cultural discontinuity 

theory and macrostructural factor theory.  She explains that cultural discontinuity theory suggests 

difficulties in school interactions and learning occur when a child’s culture and the culture of the 



LEARNING WITH HEART  14 

 

 

 

learning space are not aligned.  It proposes the way students learn is significantly impacted by 

their cultural socialization and that, in order for effective learning to occur in a school 

environment, the learning space must reflect this culture.  She reports that macrostructural factor 

theory, on the other hand, explains the disparity in CRELD students’ performance  

largely in terms of macro-structural conditions such as lack of access to educational 

resources, racism and other forms of discrimination against minorities, structural poverty 

. . . and the generally low status minorities have been accorded in dominant culture 

societies – all of which produce structural inequalities and inequities that cause school 

failure. (pp. 42-43) 

Macrostructural theory accounts for gaps in cultural discontinuity theory such as reasons for “the 

school success of immigrant minority students who experience cultural discontinuities between 

their home and schools at least as severe as those experienced by Native students” (p. 43).  Ogbu 

and Simons (1998) suggest that a difference in ‘community forces’ such as comparison to 

schools at ‘home’, beliefs about the value of schooling, relationship/trust with the school system, 

and beliefs about the impact of schooling on cultural identity may explain why voluntary 

immigrant students outperform those of involuntary minority groups such as Native Americans 

and African-Americans.  Ultimately, Kanu (2011) proposes that it is a “synthesis of these 

opposing viewpoints” (p. 46) which can best examine reasons for and solutions to school under-

performance among CRELD students.  It seems important for educators therefore to consider 

both the culture(s) of their learning spaces as well as the influence of macrostructural factors on 

their students’ learning; however, educators must first become aware of both these components 

before they can take action towards changing them, such as employing culturally responsive 

pedagogy and teaching.   
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Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Teaching 

Culturally Responsive Teaching, Education, or Instruction (CRT) is the practice of 

educators who employ, support, and have a worldview rooted in Culturally Responsive 

Pedagogy, sometimes referred to as Culturally Reflective or Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2013).  CRP was first defined by Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994) in 

response to the growing diversity of American classrooms and the perceived cultural 

discontinuity that was impeding the success of African American students.  CRT, developed by 

Geneva Gay (2002) is focused on the practices of teachers employing CRP.  Culturally 

responsive teachers embody six dimensions: they set high expectations, engage diverse cultural 

contributions and perspectives, validate culture, have social, emotional, and political 

comprehension, use student strength to drive curricula, instruction, and assessment, and work to 

liberate classes from oppressive educational practices and ideologies.  CRT continues to be 

incredibly relevant in the globalization of our current educational context in Canada, where the 

number of different cultures represented in classrooms has grown significantly over the past 

years (Statistics Canada, 2019). 

CRT has been shown to have positive effects on students’ achievement and their 

connection to learning and school (Hammond, 2015; Klingner, et al., 2005; McIntosh, et al., 

2011).  Definitions of CRP and CRT vary with the literature; however, Brown-Jeffy and 

Cooper’s 2011 conceptual framework consolidates much of this diversity to highlight the five 

key principles of  

- Identity and Achievement,  

- Equity and Excellence,  

- Developmental Appropriateness,  
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- Teaching the Whole Child, and  

- Student-Teacher Relationships.   

These principles are not uniquely focused toward the student and include the necessity of 

teachers to identify and address their own identity, cultural heritage, and worldviews in order to 

facilitate CRP in action.  Ultimately, the importance of knowing and respecting “who children 

are, how they perceive themselves, and how the world receives them” (p. 79) is a key component 

of CRP, which is then reflected in CRT.  CRT is diverse in its application, as it is not defined by 

a set of uniform techniques but rather teaching behaviors that are manifestations of the teaching 

philosophy (p. 80).  Recent literature has identified the applications of CRT in learning science.  

Zaretta Hammond (2015) defines it as  

an educator’s ability to recognize students’ cultural displays of learning and meaning 

making and respond positively and constructively with teaching moves that use cultural 

knowledge as a scaffold to connect what the student knows to new concepts and content in 

order to promote effective information processing.  All the while, the educator understands 

the importance of being in a relationship and having a social-emotional connection to the 

student in order to create a safe space for learning. (p. 15)  

She describes its application through practices that are consistent with the principles of Brown-

Jeffy and Cooper (2011) while also acknowledging the role of “information processing” in its 

impact.  According to Hammond, CRT responds to the brain’s primary drives of “minimize 

threats and maximize wellbeing” by “knowing how to create an environment that the brain 

perceives as safe and nurturing so it can relax, let go of any stress, and turn its attention to 

learning” (p.50).  These positive implications for student learning address potential factors 
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related to CRELD students’ disproportionate achievement in terms of cultural discontinuity 

theory.  

Despite significant potential benefits for CRELD learners, the application of CRT has 

faced barriers, notably in limited adoption by white teachers.  These teachers treat CRT as “an 

easily implemented list of behaviours, which focus on raising educational achievement for the 

students, and do not require the teachers to raise their own critical consciousness…to consider 

their own complicity in the ongoing project of colonialism” (Pirbhai-Illich, Pete, & Martin, 2017, 

p. 16).  This process of ‘unpacking the invisible knapsack’ (McIntosh P. , 1988) is a difficult 

journey that requires an open heart and willingness to be vulnerable – something that perhaps not 

all Settler educators are willing or able to undertake despite the potential benefits to their 

learners. 

Effective CRT has a significant role to play in Canadian classrooms, not only to support 

the achievement and connections for First Nations, Inuit and Métis students to their learning, but 

also to identify and support learning amid the diverse backgrounds and ways of knowing that are 

inherent in multicultural populations.  In order to effectively employ CRP and therefore CRT, it 

is clear that Settler educators must first explore their own identity, place, and critical 

consciousness within the broader context of a shared Canadian history: they must ‘unsettle’ 

themselves. 

Unsettling Settler Educators 

Multiple authors suggest that a key part of decolonizing education lies in decolonizing 

the individual, or as Regan (2010) calls it, “unsettling the Settler within” (p. 11).  Koelwyn 

(2018), Korteweg and Fiddler (2018), and Mitchell et al. (2018) indicate that this process 

requires Settler Canadians to acknowledge the history of Canada they were previously unaware 
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of and unlearn Settler narratives “that ignore Canadian colonialism or portray it as a benevolent 

paternalistic attempt to assimilate Indigenous children into mainstream Canadian culture” 

(Koelwyn, 2018, p. 286) and “perpetrate unequal power relationships through the systemic 

privileging of Settler peoples’ knowledge, languages, and values” (Chambers, 2009, p. 286).  

Chambers (2009) and Regan (2010) argue that this process is essential in order for Settlers to 

“authentically participate and respond to the call for truth and reconciliation” (Chambers, 2009, 

p. 286); however, Koelwyn (2018) acknowledges that this process requires a need to both 

acknowledge Settler shame and also to act on it responsibly lest paralysis, denial, or “an 

empathetic response that, though well intentioned, is still colonial in nature” (Regan, 2010, p. 12) 

result. 

Mitchell et al. (2018) propose the following model in a post-secondary context: 

We advance a relational model of decolonization, one that requires individuals to commit 

to a personal and ongoing process of self-reflection and decolonization and a lifetime 

commitment to decolonizing the self, curriculum, research topics, process, and 

educational spaces in tandem with a commitment to engage in partnership with 

Indigenous Peoples in the Indigenization of curriculum, methodologies, and spaces.  (p. 

360) 

They propose four principles of Decolonization which are notable in that they place significant 

responsibility on Settler students and faculty to disrupt colonial power dynamics but also in that 

they formally acknowledge that the process requires a progression from conscious awareness to 

action.  These principles acknowledge that the journey of Unsettling and decolonization starts 

with new learning and reflection about shared history, requires patience and time, and is largely 

driven forward not by shame or guilt but by inspiration and new, shared awareness. 



LEARNING WITH HEART  19 

 

 

 

 Unsettling in Action.  Koelwyn (2018), Mitchell et al. (2018), Regan (2010), and 

Korteweg and Fiddler (2018) present action in key areas in each of their specific contexts that 

supports the Unsettling process.  Developing “awareness of Canada’s oppressive and racist 

treatment against Indigenous peoples” (Korteweg & Fiddler, 2018, p. 257) is a first step in much 

of the literature, whether it is dedicating early chapters to a complete history of First Peoples in 

Canada (Regan, 2010) or engaging participants in an interactive exploration of this history 

through an Indigenous lens/worldview (Koelwyn, 2018; Korteweg & Fiddler, 2018; Mitchell, et 

al., 2018).  In doing this, the work of dismantling Settler privilege and perceptions begins as 

Settlers start to realize the ways in which they have been cultured into and benefited from the 

Eurocentric worldview dominant in Canadian society (Koelwyn, 2018, Korteweg & Fiddler, 

2018).  Throughout this practice, the importance of a safe affective space for candidates to 

process the emotions they experience is emphasized.  Koelwyn (2018) suggests that a supportive 

and safe environment encourages the development of ‘reintegrative shame’ over ‘stigmatic 

shame’ in Settlers, the former of which is far more likely to lead to reconciliatory action.  

McGregor (2014; 2019) proposes that learning networks such as the Aboriginal Schools 

Enhancement Network (AESN) can provide such an environment for in-service educators. 

Other areas of action focus on the development of Settler cultural humility and de-

powerment through experiences with Indigenous culture in Indigenous-dominant spaces (Kanu, 

2011; Korteweg & Fiddler, 2018; Regan, 2010; Tanaka 2016).  This occurs through interaction 

with “first-person voices or respresentations by Indigenous writers, leaders, role models, artists, 

scholars, knowledge holders or keepers, families, and Elders” (Korteweg & Fiddler, 2018, p. 

259) such as during Regan’s (2010) Hazelton Apology Feast.   
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Ultimately; however, there is not a “one size fits all” approach to the process of 

Unsettling as described in the literature.  Lists of action items, checklists, or step-by-step guides 

are non-existent; rather, the literature describes experiences and activities participants have 

engaged in and then narrates the stories of those individuals involved in the Unsettling process.  

It is from these stories that I have identified the three areas of action mentioned previously.   

Much of the literature on Unsettling and decolonizing individuals is written in the context 

of post-secondary institutions, specifically teacher education.  Little is written through the lens of 

in-service K-12 educators, and what it published is based on voluntary networks involving 

educators already engaged in the Unsettling process (McGregor, 2014, 2019).  While some in-

service educators may have similar experiences to those of preservice teachers/teacher 

candidates or the students and faculty at various colleges and universities, in-service professional 

learning opportunities are often voluntary and diverse in quality, accessibility, and participation 

therefore, these contexts differ significantly enough that further research is warranted.    

Decolonizing & Indigenizing Education 

Marie Battiste (2002) describes Indigenous knowledge as “fill[ing] the ethical and 

knowledge gaps in Eurocentric education, research, and scholarship” (p. 5).  Indigenous ways of 

knowing represent the methods and beliefs by which traditional knowledge of Indigenous 

peoples has been passed down and sustained since time immemorial.  Though it has always 

existed, recent awareness and recognition of Indigenous knowledge in the current context is 

largely the result of advocacy and empowerment by Indigenous people (Battiste, 2002). 

Indigenous ways of knowing are strongly rooted in place and thus specific to a given area and its 

Indigenous peoples (Tanaka, 2016); as such, in British Columbia, Indigenous ways of knowing 

are specific to local First Nations people, and these values and practices do not represent First 



LEARNING WITH HEART  21 

 

 

 

peoples nationally or globally.  According to the British Columbia Ministry of Education (2015), 

First Peoples’ worldviews and perspectives in BC are centered around the core value of 

connectedness and relationship, from which many aspects of Indigenous ways of knowing, such 

as engagement in nature, personal identity, experiential learning, and community involvement 

are drawn. 

Indigenous ways of knowing are seen as part of the solution for Aboriginal students’ 

current plight in Canada’s education system (Aikenhead & Huntley, 1999; Battiste, 2002; Kanu, 

2005) and would improve the cultural responsiveness of learning environments for many 

learners.  Kanu (2005) suggests that the start of decolonization of the public education system 

includes incorporation of Indigenous ways of knowing, which is echoed by the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission’s calls to action in the field of education (2015b).   

In response to the inequity and needs faced by a growing Aboriginal student population 

(Statistics Canada, 2017; Tanaka, 2016) and also in response to the TRC’s calls to action (The 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015b), the BC Ministry of Education has 

been working to improve the ways in which Indigenous ways of knowing are incorporated into 

the provincial curriculum.  Aboriginal content is now a mandated emphasis in K-12 curricula 

(British Columbia Ministry of Education, n.d.) and a “First Peoples Principles of Learning” 

document has been articulated by the First Nations Education Steering Committee (2008) and 

disseminated by the British Columbia Ministry of Education (2015).  This document reflects the 

processes inherent in many BC First Peoples’ ways of knowing, such as the experiential, place-

based, and relational nature of learning as well as the role of self-awareness, exploration, and 

reflection in the learning journey (First Nations Education Steering Committee, 2008).  Most 

recently, the BC Teachers’ Council (2019a) updated its professional standards to honour the 
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TRC Calls to Action and UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and “confirm 

educators’ commitment to the success of First Nations, Inuit and Métis students” (2019b, p. 1).  

These shifts at the policy level are essential components of the decolonization of education in BC 

and shifts toward CRP in classrooms; however, as much of the literature has documented, 

changes in policy rarely translate to changes in practice without active engagement from 

educators on the ground to seek out awareness, resources, knowledge, and inspiration (Korteweg 

& Fiddler, 2018; Tait, 2010; Kanu, 2011).   

In order for BC public schools to truly become equitable in their support of CRELD 

students, Settler educators must come to realize, in their hearts and minds, the role(s) they have 

played and continue to play in the inequity that currently plagues our system.  Only once they 

unsettle their inner Settler will they be able engage in “critical, conscious processes of de-

powerment . . ., [which] disrupt the oppressive colonial status quo and remove barriers to the 

self-determination of Indigenous peoples” (Mitchell et al., 2018, p. 361) and move forward with 

pedagogy that is culturally responsive.  

Conclusion 

 In summary, CRELD students, specifically those of Indigenous ancestry, continue to 

struggle in Canada at disproportionate levels.  Reasons for this are linked to both cultural 

discontinuity in learning spaces and macrostructural factors, which culturally responsive 

pedagogy and widespread Unsettling of Settler educators could address.  Decolonizing and 

Indigenizing the public school curricula is a key step in this process and is supported in British 

Columbia by policy, however it requires Settler educators to actively participate in the Unsettling 

process before they are equipped take authentic steps toward either process in their classrooms 

and schools.  There is little research available which explores this process through the lens of in-
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service K-12 Settler educators that are not already part of an AESN learning network, and so this 

study will provide a valuable glimpse of the experiences of someone who is.  I will explore my 

own Unsettling process as it has occurred over the past three years and analyze my experience of 

the transition, including the evolving cultural self-awareness and actions that have emerged as a 

result. 
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Chapter 3 – Methodology and Methods 

Introduction 

 My cultural awareness and worldview have shifted dramatically over the past three years, 

and the journey has been ripe with vulnerability and emotion.  Autoethnography allowed me to 

take the time to explore my own experiences and better understand their importance in my 

evolving perspectives and behaviour.  In this chapter, I present my understanding of 

autoethnography as a methodology and its suitability for my research, describe my 

autoethnographical process and product, and address matters of ethics, reliability, and validity in 

my work.  

Autoethnography as Method 

Autoethnography was selected for this study as it was an attempt to understand my own 

shifting sociocultural worldviews and practice in the context of the unsettlement process.  As 

Hughes, Pennington, and Makris (2012) state, autoethnography is “a form of critical self-study in 

which the researcher takes an active, scientific, and systematic view of personal experience in 

relation to cultural groups” (p. 209).  Most often the cultural group in question is one’s own, as 

autoethnography “allows both the author and the reader to feel and understand differently the 

world in which we live together as embodied beings” (Sparkes, 2002, p. 105).  Chang (2008) 

describes that the major benefits of autoethnographical research include its accessibility to 

authors and readers, the opportunity to improve one’s own cultural understanding and that of 

others, and that it can “motivate [self and others] to work toward cross-cultural coalition 

building” (p. 52). 

 Autoethnography has recently become a more popular form of sociocultural research as 

it challenges positivist views of data collection and analysis by interpreting research “as a 
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political, socially-just and socially conscious act” (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2010, para. 1) and 

acknowledging that it is very difficult to complete from an objective perspective because of 

differences that can emerge from race, gender, sexuality, age, ability, class, education, and/or 

religion (Ellis et al., 2010).  It “substitute[s the companionship of intimate detail for the 

loneliness of abstracted facts” (Sparkes, 2002, p. 104) and, according to Mykhalovskiy (as cited 

in Sparkes, 2002), encourages the author and reader to make “connections between individual 

experience and social processes, in ways that point to the fallacy of self/other [and] 

individual/social dichotomies” (p. 93).  As a Settler teacher going through the process of 

Unsettling my own pedagogy and practice, autoethnography was a suitable methodology to 

employ for my research as I hoped to conduct “meaningful, accessible, and evocative research 

grounded in personal experience” (Ellis et al., 2010, para. 3) but also wanted to pursue a process 

which “acknowledge[d] and accommodate[d] [the] mess and chaos, uncertainty and emotion” 

(Adams, Holman Jones, & Ellis, 2015, p. 9) that would undoubtedly accompany this work.   

Autoethnography involves “retroactively and selectively writ[ing] about past 

experiences” (Ellis et al., 2010, para. 5) and can, as in my research, include consultation with 

reference materials such as journals and witnesses to assist with author recall.  These past 

experiences are usually highly significant and directly related to the author’s cultural belonging 

or identity, and often take the form of epiphanies, existential crises, or moments after which life 

changes dramatically, as these events act as hinge-points in transitions in one’s life, worldview, 

or values.   

Autoethnography is not; however, just the process of story-telling; “an autoethnographer 

must look at experience analytically” (Ellis et al., 2010, para. 8), and in doing so illuminate 

components of their cultural experience to allow the reader to become familiar with it.  My 
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process therefore included not only writing vignettes of significant events from my work over the 

past three years but also analyzing each vignette for notable shifts/transformations and emergent 

themes in my own worldview and pedagogy. 

Process 

 In this study, I used personal narratives as my main form of data collection.  Personal 

narratives are stories written by the author about their lives in which they view themselves as the 

subject matter (Ellis et al., 2010).  Through reflection, exploration of my personal journals, and 

discussion with those closest to me in my life, I identified experiences from my past three years 

of teaching and learning that I felt reflected significant turning points or shifts in my own 

thinking or actions.  Once I had this list of experiences, I wrote down as much as I could 

remember about each event, then verified my recollections through journal entries and, if 

necessary, conversations with witnesses present during those moments (Chang, 2008).   

At this point I was able to take key components of each event and integrate them into six 

composite vignettes that reflected the elements of my experiences in a way that emphasized the 

integrity and personal meaning of each moment.  After the vignettes were written, I analyzed the 

significance of each story from my personal perspective; in those moments, I reflected on what 

was really ‘going on’ for me in terms of my own cultural understanding.  I also looked for 

common themes and trends across all six vignettes that related to evolution of my thinking and 

actions.  Ultimately, my goal in this research was to gather insights from my personal 

experiences of increased exposure and awareness of First Peoples’ history, culture, and ways of 

knowing in Canada.  By using personal narrative I was able to “understand [my] self or some 

aspect of [my] life as it intersect[ed] with a cultural context” (Ellis et al., 2010, para. 24) and 

better comprehend the elements of my journey.   
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Though this form of autoethnography is sometimes seen as more controversial than 

others (Ellis et al., 2010), Chang (2008) offers helpful guidelines which can improve the quality 

of data collection and research.  Limited focus on the self as a silo, significant analysis and 

interpretation, use of alternate data sources such as journals and conversations with witnesses, 

ethical treatment of participants, and careful use of the term ‘autoethnography’ all helped to 

ensure that the research completed in this study was of acceptable quality.  When writing from 

memory, I consulted my journal entries from relevant dates in which I kept a point-form record 

of events and emotions.  If my journal entries were insufficient and when other witnesses were 

present, I reached out to those individuals to verify factual information. 

Ethical Considerations 

 Autoethnographers undoubtedly implicate themselves in their research, but they also 

implicate others that they are affiliated with.  These ‘relational ethics’ (Ellis et al., 2010, para. 

28) were of particular concern for me, and so I made a concerted effort to exclusively focus on 

my own experiences and thoughts over the past three years, and not those of others present 

during the events.  This was largely achieved, after reflecting on the various iconic moments in 

my journey, by creating composite vignettes that reflected the experiences while emphasizing the 

personal meaning of those moments.  To protect the privacy of any individuals mentioned, I 

altered or omitted identifying characteristics about the individual(s) or scenario(s).   

Reliability & Validity 

 Autoethnography is a departure from more positivist methods of research, and so 

discussion of traditional “reliability” is not as useful in this context.  Ellis et al. (2010) consider 

validity in terms of the credibility of the author and the extent to which the author believes their 
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stories are true (or conversely if they have stepped too far into the world of artistic license so as 

to render the work more fictional than factual).  As Benson (2013) states, 

the ‘veracity’ of the narrative is not in itself the main purpose of narrative data, in terms 

of it describing ‘real-world’ events.  The value of the narrative comes not from its 

representation of the unrecoverable ‘truth’ but rather from the alternative perspective that 

it provides. (p. 247) 

Narrative research instead is often evaluated in terms of verisimilitude, which “comes from the 

reader being able to enter the subjective world of the teller – to see the world from her or his 

point of view, even if this world does not ‘match reality’” (Plummer, 2001, p. 401).  Ellis et al. 

(2010) also judge validity in how well an autoethnography improves the lives of those involved 

in the research, whether they be authors, participants, or readers.  In this way, readers provide 

additional validation by analyzing relationships between their own lives and the life of the author 

and by gaining new perspectives about unfamiliar people or lives as described by the author.   

Conclusion 

The goal of my research was to gain insight into my shifting sociocultural perspectives and 

worldview as I explored my place in the context of First Peoples’ history, culture, and ways of 

knowing in Canada.  Autoethnography through personal narrative was a methodology that 

supported this goal as it offered an opportunity for research and analysis grounded in personal 

experience that also acknowledged the emotions inherent in my work.  I was able to explore the 

significance of moments I had experienced over the past three years and further analyze the 

implications of those moments in my Unsettling process.  In doing this, I was better able to 

understand the impact of these events on my perspectives and identify key themes in the journey 

that led to a stronger understanding of my own cultural context and its resulting evolution. 
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Chapter 4 – Stories & Analysis 

Introduction 

 The six vignettes presented in this chapter reflect key moments over the past three years 

of my teaching and learning.  They are intentionally presented in a chronological order to 

highlight the evolution of my thoughts and behaviour throughout this time.  Composite vignettes 

reflect the similar personal impact(s) of multiple events on my awareness of self and culture 

while protecting the identities of those involved.  I present each vignette in a narrative format 

followed by an analysis of each story and its impact on my own perspectives and actions both in 

the moment and from that point on.  

The Blanket Exercise 

 We were sitting in a circle, because all Indigenous activities are based in circles, right?  I remember 

coming in and having that momentary stereotype confirmed in my head.  That little “check” on my mental 

list of “things to expect in a First Nation’s activity”.  I was in my first year at a new school.  When I read 

about the “Blanket” Pro-D opportunity, it sounded pretty frilly to me, and not necessarily something I was 

interested in.  I remember the description mentioning something about personal exploration and collective 

history.  “Not relevant to science education” I thought.  Then a colleague that I did know at the school (and 

respected) recommended it.  Said it was “amazing”.  So I took her word for it, signed up, and there I was.   

  We took our shoes off, because, why not?  I guess that’s also on my mental check list of First 

Nation’s activities.  Circles and bare feet.  This was the “Indian I Had in Mind” (Dion, 2007).  Shoes off and 

sitting on a carpet. Circles and bare feet and rugs.  And then they started talking.  No intro, just strong 

voices speaking story.  History.  History I didn’t recognize.  History I don’t remember learning.  Asking us to 

participate, to read excerpts of documents that I’d never heard of, describing actions that were unfair and 

harmful and discriminatory.  That were brutal.  Our rugs were our territory.  We were the people of Turtle 

Island, and our land was changing, shrinking.  We were changing and shrinking and moving too.  We were 
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getting sick, being murdered, going missing, being taken.  These new people, once our friends, were 

becoming our enemies.  Our colonists.  

As I heard each of these new stories, each of these new histories, I started to listen better.  I 

gasped and frowned and grimaced.  I spoke aloud as excerpts were read, as laws were repeated – “What?!  

Actually?!” I couldn’t believe that a lot of it had happened.  I questioned whether it did.  And then I was 

reminded by our facilitators, one of who was a member of our local Nation, of the experiences he himself 

had as a child.  I couldn’t deny that.  I couldn’t deny place names I recognized and areas I’d been and 

reserves I knew having a place in this history.  

And then it was over.  I was alone, on a tiny piece of blanket folded so small it didn’t even cover the 

soles of my feet.  Most of us were gone, and those that were left were so far away from where they started 

and the rest of us that we couldn’t even extend our arms to touch each other.  The exercise concluded, and 

then we were back in a circle.  

I started to feel the importance of the circle.  I felt the need to reconnect, to bring all of us back 

together who had been separated during the exercise, to share our experiences and hear them as a group.  

We had a chance to share, and I was surprised at the number of people who were outwardly emotional 

during their turn – they were crying.  Women and men alike.  I was even more surprised when the talking 

piece came to me, and I started to cry.  I thought of my mother and my father and the love that they had for 

me, and what it would have been like for them to lose me when I was five.  And more importantly what it 

would have been like to my five-year-old self to lose them.  And then, thinking about my brother.  That was 

the tipping point.  I’m tearing up thinking about it even now.  That precious little boy; the people that loved 

him the most, that knew him best, that were going to give him the childhood he deserved.  Having him torn 

away from us to be told that everything he knew was a lie and dirty and wrong.  And to be punished for it 

when he didn’t know any better.  I couldn’t comprehend.  I couldn’t stomach it.  And then I started to think of 
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what would have happened to us after he was gone.  With that great big hole in our family.  And then I think 

I started to understand. 

Analysis.  This story represents the starting point of this entire journey.  It was the 

moment in which I first became aware of the collective history of Settlers and Indigenous 

Peoples in Canada.  Before participating in the Blanket Exercise (KAIROS Canada, 2017), my 

perspectives reflected ignorance and stereotypes of Indigenous peoples and a culture which 

perpetuated that.  I did not know any Indigenous people, I did not know anything about 

Indigenous cultures, and I didn’t have an active interest in learning more.  

I grew up learning with my head.  I liked science and math because they were about facts 

– things that were undeniably ‘true’, specific things I could commit to memory.  I liked reading 

books because I could imagine what was happening in my mind.  I liked learning about things.  

Some of this might be a result of my family’s tendency to supress or hide emotion rather than 

acknowledge and explore it, but I think a lot of it is simply a reflection of my formal schooling to 

this point.  My twenty years of education was largely learning about things, not experiencing 

them.  

This moment; however, was one of the first times I learned with my heart; I wasn’t just 

hearing about our collective history, I was experiencing it, and in doing so I was feeling it, in my 

heart, mind, and body.  A lot of these feelings came from me imagining my own self and family 

in this history -- empathizing (as much as possible) with Indigenous peoples for the first time.  I 

felt sadness and loss and grief, but then I felt overwhelming, capital-R, RAGE.  I was so angry at 

being betrayed by my own culture, angry that it had lied to me, that all of the pride I had felt as a 

peaceful and just Canadian was completely false.  It felt like coming out of a propaganda 
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machine, seeing the real world around me for the first time, and realizing a huge part of my 

identity was based on fiction.  

These emotions and feelings hit harder and stayed longer than any other learning I’d had.  

The sense of discomfort that lingered from this moment sparked the development of the critical 

lens I would soon start to see my own sociocultural context through.  While I was far from fully 

seeing the water I was swimming in at this point, it was the first time I noticed that my water 

wasn’t the same as everyone else’s.   

Introductions 

 I came into the room, and the chairs were in a circle.  I’d come to expect this now; I’d learned more 

about the circle and its role and its power.  I’d started to notice when it popped up in architecture and art 

and outside of “Aboriginal” contexts.  I sat down, with the rest of us, not knowing what to expect.  This was 

the first summer course and none of us had any idea what was happening outside of when and where we 

had to be that day.   

 The instructors came in, and after a little while they introduced themselves.  In my head, without 

any real conscious awareness, I registered that some “looked” Aboriginal, while others didn’t.  One 

instructor took us outside.  We were going to introduce ourselves as we went around the circle, I heard, and 

then something I’d never heard before – an acknowledgement that there was protocol in this space to go 

clockwise or counter-clockwise.  The instructors acknowledged that they weren’t sure which way was 

correct on Snuneymuxw territory, and asked the group if anyone had that knowledge.  They didn’t, so we 

started to the right (counter-clockwise).  I didn’t think about it beyond that.  

Like usual, I was thinking ahead; planning what to say and how to say it as the rest of the group 

took turns – not really listening, just waiting to speak.  After we were partway around the circle, I started to 

notice that what I had planned to say wasn’t similar to what others were saying.  They were introducing 

themselves by their place of birth, who their mothers, fathers, and grandparents were, what those relations 
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did, where they were from – they were sharing their ancestry.  I, on the other hand was ready to share my 

resume: name, schooling, job, age, and address.  “Huh.  This is different” I think.  “Do I even know where 

my great-grandparents are from?  Does any of this actually matter?  We’re here to learn about leadersh ip 

at work, so I want to know who I’m going to have things at work in common with.” 

 I’d never really noticed this before, how most of my life, introductions had been based on 

qualifications, jobs, capital “y” You, and not “we”.  I didn’t notice it now without one of the non-Aboriginal 

instructors drawing attention to it after we finished up and were back inside – helping me start to see that 

these Eurocentric paradigms were everywhere and usually invisible to those of us who benefit from them; 

things I’d never given a second thought to, or questioned.  

In that moment, I was taken back to the first time a colleague informed me that, for many of my 

international students, asking them to make eye contact with me when we were speaking was a BIG deal.  

It was the first time I realized that I had my own cultural assumptions and that they weren’t shared by 

everyone I came into contact with – that they were maybe even harmed by them.  This was even bigger 

than that though, more than a simple moment of eye contact.  This was my first impression of and on 

someone.  Did I want them to think of me as a resume, with name, address, age, and credentials, or did I 

want them to think of me as a part of this place, with my own story?   

It was the first opportunity I’d had to notice which type of introduction actually left me feeling closer 

to others afterward.  It was today’s.  

I found out later that the instructor had guessed well.   

 Analysis.  In this story, my awareness of my own cultural context is growing, and with it, 

an awareness of the customs and traditions of other cultures, specifically those of BC First 

Nations.  Something as simple as an introduction wasn’t anything I had really considered before, 

nor was the direction to go around a talking circle.  This moment was the first time that I hadn’t 

taken everyday interactions like this for granted, but instead had paused (or had been encouraged 
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to pause), just for a moment, to consider them carefully; what was I doing, how was I doing it, 

and why?  

While in this scenario the major context was personal introductions, at this time I was 

also experiencing a multitude of other events in my professional and personal life that were 

drawing my attention to assumptions I was making unconsciously: 

- who talks first,  

- whether I walk in front, behind, or beside someone,  

- whether I look at someone’s eyes or mouth when they speak,  

- if (and who) I interrupt during a conversation,  

- how I list others’ names,  

- who I speak to first in a group,  

- where I sit, and 

- what topics I teach, in what order, and how much time I give each of them. 

 I was also starting to notice these assumptions in a broader context, such as what type of people 

were featured in my local paper’s “bright lights” section (which I’ve now started referring to as 

“White Lights”, by the way), or which historical figures were included in the resources I used for 

teaching. 

It was juxtaposition, I think, that was necessary for this kind of learning.  Being exposed 

to other ways of doing things created a sort of cognitive dissonance that highlighted my own 

cultural expectations and allowed me to identify them.  As someone who had never travelled 

outside of North America, Europe, or Australia, and as someone whose family and friends were 

predominantly Caucasian, I’d never given myself the opportunity to get outside of my own 

dominant worldview and experience that juxtaposition before.  Though this story is set in North 
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America, it happened in an Indigenous-dominant space -- where I sought out much of my 

learning after this point. 

This moment was also significant in that my new awareness began to connect to active 

decision making; noticing my own cultural practices then allowed me to determine in what 

way(s) they served my needs and the needs of those around me.  It was what I imagine someone 

who’s been raised in a specific religious context goes through when they get to an age where 

they realize they can start to make their own decisions about what they believe.  For me, this 

process was at first uncomfortable and then empowering. 

A Clam Garden 

We were driving down an island road trying to find the path to the beach.  There was an air of 

uncertainty and excitement in the car.  Between the three of us, we managed to spot a white picket fence 

and an orchard that matched the directions we were given. 

The opportunity to go to the island and help with the clam garden wasn’t an off-hand invitation, but 

it wasn’t shouted from the rooftops either.  In this moment, I’m happy that it’s just the three of us.  I do 

better in small groups, I realize – there’s less anxiety, more room for me to ask questions without feeling 

like I’m taking over the conversation. 

 We make our way down the path, me in my second-hand rubber boots and a borrowed baseball 

cap, and walk along the beach for what feels like too long.  We have verbal directions but, in my world of 

google maps, I don’t trust my memory or eyes.  Nothing seems to stand out as we pass log after log, 

trudging through the sand.  Soon I start to wonder if we’ve gone too far, or in the wrong direction, but one of 

us keeps moving, just a bit further – “it might be just around this bend” she says. 

 And she’s right -- “of course she’s right”, I think, “this is her land, her instincts are way better than 

mine” -- there they are: a group of scientists, local knowledge keepers, resource managers, and volunteers 

who are here to learn more about the clam gardens.  Someone that looks like a scientist walks out to greet 
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us and I find out that the group is just about to break for lunch.  Uh oh.  We’re too late.  “I didn’t plan this 

properly – we’re wasting their time” I think.  But no, I hear, they’ll be here until the high tide arrives in a few 

hours. 

 My friend immediately goes up to the cooler where lunch is being served – an array of sandwiches, 

veggies, and other snacks – and grabs a bite.  I ate before we left, so I’m not hungry, but after standing 

there for a few minutes, she grabs a sandwich, puts it on a plate and offers it to me.  I hesitate; “she knows 

I already ate” I think, “why is she offering me more food when I told her on the way over that I was full?”  

She stands there, making what starts to feel like intentional eye-contact, and waits.  It feels like a very long 

minute.  I’m about to say “no thanks, I’m fine”, but then I remember that in almost every other setting I’ve 

been, the protocol is to build community -- share food and drink -- first, then do the work.  I take a sandwich 

and I eat.  

After we sit for a bit, another official-looking-person comes and takes us on a ‘tour’ of the area.  

She gives us some history of the clam garden, and, as she walks past an Elder, checks for clarification 

about the information she’s sharing.  I learn about the clam gardens: how they’re designed to increase the 

intertidal region where clams live, how they’re an example of agriculture that’s been around long before 

“Agriculture” arrived here with Settlers, and that the walls that create the garden, the walls in front of me, 

the walls that I’ll be working on, are probably well over 2,000 years old.  The Elder shares that her family 

used to come here for clams even when she was little, but they can’t collect them now because of pollution 

from the nearby marina and ferry traffic.   

I’m amazed.  This system is awe-inspiring and clearly very effective.  I can see the basics – the 

way that the wall holds back smaller rocks and sand to create a longer slope of beach -- but I miss the 

small details that are shared by the others here as I work alongside them.  I learn that the big, huge rocks 

that seem randomly situated along the beach are important and intentional; without them, the beach gets 

too cold in the winter and the clams die.  The rocks hold the energy from the sun and keep the clams warm.  
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I learn that the big breaks in the wall aren’t erosion, but canoe runs, and the small breaks in the wall 

(they’re not sure, because the knowledge has been lost) are there to create currents that help guide other 

creatures like crabs and sea stars back out to sea as the tide goes down so they don’t get stuck and die.   

“THIS is science” I think.  Science that is more productive and sustainable than anything else I’ve 

seen before. 

 Analysis.  In this story, I not only start to recognize and apply some of the new cultural 

learning I’ve begun to acquire, but I also experience a major shift in one of the stickier 

perspectives I was holding as an educator.   

I had started to respect and trust Indigenous knowledge, often prioritizing it above the 

Eurocentric narrative in my mind, as well as make connections with Indigenous people in my life 

that helped support and reinforce my new learning.  In her presentations that I’ve attended, I 

recall Laura Tait saying the best way to start the recolonizing/reconciliation process is to “make 

an Indigenous friend” (personal communication, August 7, 2017).  Though I didn’t (and don’t 

encourage Settlers to) go out and selectively seek someone to befriend just because they 

identified as an Indigenous person, I had started to make genuine connections with a more 

diverse peer group that included Indigenous voices.  I was excited and inspired to learn more, 

while at the same time being wary of romanticizing or becoming some sort of Indigenous “fan-

girl” for the cultures I was gaining a strong appreciation for.  I had people in my life that I could 

look to for support as I continued to explore new and unfamiliar opportunities to engage with 

local community and culture. 

Before this experience, despite knowing and feeling the importance of incorporating a 

First Peoples’ perspective in my teaching, I continued to perceive significant obstacles to 

embedding them in my secondary school science classes.  I had come to the point where I 
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understood and applied the “ways” of knowing – I emphasized the importance of First Peoples’ 

Principles such as patience and time in learning, experiential learning, and learning that offered 

intergenerational opportunities (First Nations Education Steering Committee, 2008), but when it 

came to the “content” of my classes, I still didn’t see ways to incorporate Indigenous knowledge 

beyond examples that were trite and tokenistic (for example, using a totem pole rising instead of 

another object in a physics problem).  

 Experiences like the clam garden helped me to: (a) experience the learning organically, 

first hand, which is something that wasn’t really a part of my own K-12 schooling; and (b) to see 

opportunities for connections between higher-level science concepts and Indigenous Ways of 

Knowing and Being.  I saw thermal energy transfer in the way the large rocks on the beach 

served to support the clams during cold weather; gravitational pull, astronomy, ecosystems, and 

geomorphology in the way the tides and intertidal zones fluctuated and supported life, and fluid 

dynamics and animal behaviour in the way the clam garden wall was structured to shape the 

migration of species to follow the tide.  Funny though, what I also started to see as I realized 

these connections was how difficult it would be to authentically engage with them if I wasn’t 

actually in that place.  The act of seeing, smelling, and feeling the beach and its surroundings 

helped shed clarity on so many of the connections I was drawing and brought home the 

importance of “place” in a way I hadn’t experienced before.  

Though I had previously criticized the ‘silo’ nature of senior high school learning, it was 

all I had really ever known and what I therefore continued to enable.  Now, having experienced 

something that was far richer and interdisciplinary, I was both inspired and frustrated – I wanted 

others, especially those I taught, to experience the similar awe and wonder that I had found 

during this moment, but didn’t know how to make it happen, especially in the current system.  I 
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was left with more questions than answers, and a dissatisfaction about my current ways of 

teaching that would follow me home in September.  

Loss 

 Over the past hour I had changed identity from a Settler student to an Aunt and knowledge keeper 

in my ‘family’ in our ‘village’.  We had constructed our village through artifacts and ceremony, taking time, 

and involving all three generations in each family in the process.  I was asked to sit in a circle, with my 

‘elders’ watching over me and the ‘children’ for me to watch over in the centre.  In that moment, I laughed at 

my friend leaning back against my shins – “Hey grandpa, you’re now my kid!” I joke.  I was light hearted, 

feeling a bit silly in my role.   

The facilitator interrupts: “Knowledge keepers, please go and choose an artifact from the table.”  

I choose an artifact. 

“Each family in this village has a responsibility to the others here.  Each family has specific 

knowledge that they are in charge of.  Your artifact represents the knowledge your family holds.”   

“Ok, we have some knowledge!” I think.  I joke with my ‘family’ members about what we know, how 

we’re the “go to” for our area of expertise.  As the ‘official’ knowledge keeper, I puff out my chest in 

jest. 

The facilitator doesn’t let our antics affect the process.  It continues. 

I watch new people arrive to our village, and new friendships being formed.  I watch as these newcomers 

join us, and marry us, and become part of our families.  Then I watch as more than half of my village dies 

from illness and those that remain are taken, imprisoned, or exiled.  I watch as more newcomers arrive.  I 

watch as the child and children that I was supposed to care for get taken from me.  I watch the newcomers 

treating my village differently than their ancestors did.  I watch our artifacts and ceremony get thrown away 

or taken from us. 
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At the end, my village is not a village anymore.  It’s six or seven of us, tops.  Children gone. 

Protectors gone.  Entire families lost.  I feel the familiar heaviness in my stomach that happens when I 

witness the reality of this history first-hand. 

This time though, the heaviness gets worse.  My insides feel particularly big and black and empty.  

I start to cry.  I cry because I realize that even if all of the terrible things that have harmed Indigenous 

communities for hundreds of years stop, even if this ‘village’ slowly fills back up again, I’m the only original 

knowledge keeper left.  I only have a small piece of our culture to share.  The knowledge is gone.  Forever. 

Analysis.  While I had been steadily gaining new knowledge about the history of First 

Peoples in Canada by this point, one thing I had come to know as a Settler was that I would 

always be learning.  Each workshop or role-playing exercise, film, or book I interacted with 

taught me more about the difficult path that those with Indigenous heritage had walked over 

many generations.  This story is a particularly vivid example of my learning around the loss of 

culture Indigenous communities faced (and continue to face) as a result of our collective history.   

For whatever reason, before this moment, I had the misguided impression that if Settlers 

could wake up and start to appreciate Indigenous communities for the wisdom they possessed -- 

if we could change the education system to reflect and respect knowledge and culture that has 

existed since time immemorial -- that we would eventually get to a point where the harm that had 

been done to Indigenous peoples could be mended.  Now I see that this was wishful thinking, 

some hope for absolution and forgiveness for the white guilt and fragility (DiAngelo, 2011) I felt 

(and often continue to feel).  I thought that if I did enough, if I worked hard enough, if I 

dedicated all of my resources to this mission (and I’m not lost on the irony of the vocabulary I’m 

using here), that eventually it would be enough; future generations of Indigenous peoples in 
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Canada would grow up in a world that didn’t negatively impact their identity, ways of knowing 

and being, culture, or wellness. 

In working through the process of the village workshop, I awoke to the hard truth that, no 

matter how hard we as Settlers try -- what we say, do, or change – there is no “happy ending”; 

there is no moment we will reach where our relationship with Indigenous peoples is net positive.  

The knowledge, customs, and culture that were lost between generations as people and places 

were destroyed can never be recovered, and the reality of that awareness left me in a state I can 

only describe as grief.  It at first seemed darkly ironic that I, as a very white Settler, had a 

moment of grieving for the loss of Indigenous culture – like the child who plays too rough and 

then gets hurt and regrets the whole thing.  After some time though, I realized that not only was I 

grieving the historic losses of Indigenous culture, I was grieving its future absence.  As someone 

who had finally started to realize the profound benefit and significance of these customs, 

knowledge, and ways of being, I was grieving that future generations would never get to 

experience them fully, no matter how inclusive and accepting and supportive of a future they 

would inherit.  

I have a tendency to recede into a “what’s the point” mentality when things feel too 

overwhelming, and for a moment after this experience I could feel myself withdrawing to that 

safe and familiar space of unbridled sadness, paralysis, and inaction.  It’s a hard thought pattern 

to break, because doing nothing is always easier than doing something.  Later, though, my 

previous teachings reminded me that doing nothing is in itself an act, and one that’s usually more 

harmful than helpful.  I might not be able to right all the wrongs, but my future actions could 

(and would endeavor to) leave my society in a better place than I had inherited.  
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The Gift 

 I was so nervous.  I had completed my first weaving project and, like I had been told, I was giving it 

away.  I was giving it away to honour the teachings that had been shared with me.  As I made my way to 

our meeting place, I tried to quiet the inner dialogue telling me that “no one would want this”, that “it’ll just 

be more ‘stuff’ to clutter up someone’s life”.  Reminding me that I was just a stupid blonde, blue-eyed 

Settler and that she was probably only taking pity on me because one of my instructors was a friend of 

hers.  That the fact I even had the audacity, as a white girl, to give Indigenous art I had created to someone 

Indigenous was outrageous and offensive in the most ironic way.  I felt small and young, like I was in 

elementary school again and bringing my art home to give to parents who I didn’t believe really wanted it. 

And I didn’t like feeling small.  It was uncomfortable.  I kept walking. 

I wanted to give it to her because she had shared some of her own teachings with me earlier on; 

she helped me learn to really listen to someone’s story -- to hear her, her experiences, her history.  She 

taught me to accept the truth that she offered and to sit with it, to feel the burden she was sharing and to 

learn from it.  She taught me not to run from feeling a small shard of the sorrow, abuse, loss, and grief that 

she had encountered in her own life.  She taught me that survivors were the strongest people I’d ever 

know, and she taught me that despite spending her life in a world that taught her she wasn’t wanted, it was 

better to keep paddling forward and to invite others, even those who so closely resembled her assailants, to 

join her in the journey.   

I walked in and saw her sitting there.  She had a smile on her face and gave me, someone she’d 

only met twice in large group events, a hug.  We sat down and talked a little bit about things I don’t really 

remember now because in that moment my mind was running: 

“How should I give this gift to her?” 

“I’m wasting her time.” 

“When is it appropriate?”  
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“How do I present it?”  

“What do I say?”  

At some point I sense a natural break in the conversation and take it out of my bag to place it on the table.  

She picks it up and says it’s beautiful.  She takes it and touches the wool and turns it over in her hands.  In 

the most genuine way she says it’ll make the perfect case for her phone on her next canoe journey.  She 

says that she’s been given a few “firsts”, and that she appreciates each one.  I feel so much gratitude for 

this woman in this moment; her acceptance is both an honor and an immediate relief from the torment of 

my own thoughts.  All I have to do in that moment is accept it from her. 

 Analysis.  This story represents many of the most meaningful events that I have 

experienced over the past three years.  The connections that I have made with members of First 

Nations communities, especially Elders, leave me with a deep-seated awe and appreciation for 

their strength and generosity of spirit.  

 Leading up to this moment, I was experiencing many emotions that I had come to 

associate with a younger me; I was insecure, nervous, and full of self-doubt.  This was largely 

due to the fact, I now realize, that I respected and admired this person so much.  I was keen to 

impress; child-like, which is ironic to me now as most of the Elders I’ve met have enough years 

to indeed be my parents or grandparents.  For most of my adult life, I approached interactions 

with others intentionally ignorant of age; I wanted to be seen as an equal, a peer; someone 

worthy of their time and attention.  In this moment though, I knew that wasn’t possible; this 

person was not my peer; they were my superior, and I say that in a very loving way.  I didn’t 

believe that I was worth their time or attention and was acknowledging that what they were 

offering to me was a gift.  
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 In my family, I didn’t grow up with any exceptional respect or admiration for my 

grandparents or other relatives of their generation.  I loved them, certainly, and I had a very 

special connection with a grandmother, but my relationships with them weren’t based on any 

awe I had for the wisdom and experience they possessed.  Perhaps this is unique to my family, or 

perhaps this is a larger reflection of my culture, but for most of my life, I saw older people as 

more of a nuisance than anything.  They didn’t “get” me, they were slow to adapt, and that (in 

my mind) got in the way of the important work I had to do.   

 My perspective changed, however, after my interactions with Elders.  With each 

experience, I came to further realize the immense strength that comes with living for as many 

years as most of them have.  Especially in the context of our collective history, Elders have seen 

and often survived horrors and abuse that I can’t (and won’t) have to truly imagine.  Instead of 

responding to the unjust lives they’ve been offered with rage, violence, and isolation, all of the 

Elders I have had the privilege of meeting have made a point of engaging with efforts to improve 

our collective future.  As someone who’s spent her fair share of time in a psychologist’s office, I 

know that this is no easy task; processing trauma to a point where one is willing to engage in 

reconciliatory action is a rare feat, and one that takes remarkable strength and effort. 

 My new respect for Elders meant that each interaction I was lucky enough to have with 

them held new meaning and weight; this person was important.  This person was wise.  This 

person’s opinion of me will influence my opinion of myself.  Especially as a Settler, this respect 

was accompanied by a sense of undeservedness; I hadn’t earned it, in fact, my people had done 

more to be spurned by Elders than anything else.  

 And yet, these Elders still give their time to us.  Still gave their time to me.  Their 

generosity didn’t seem to know any bounds, and despite my culture representing nothing but 
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pain for them, they stayed, and listened, and shared.  I like to think that they do this so that we 

can learn, so that we can be better for them and their children and their children’s children, but I 

also know not to presume what an Elder is thinking anymore.   

Weaving 

“I don’t have time for this”.  My AP course is on a very strict schedule in order to prepare students 

for the May exam, and each day is planned out in order to give them as much time as possible to 

learn. 

“I don’t have time for this” as I highlight my whole course calendar and move everything back a 

day. 

“I don’t have time for this” as I type ‘Coast Salish Weaving Lesson’ in the new empty space. 

“I don’t have time for this” as I e-mail a local cultural advisor to see if I can get connected to some 

weavers in the community. 

“I don’t have time for this” as the local weavers tell me they’re not available. 

“I can’t do this” as I realize I won’t be able to work with someone from the Nation. 

“I can’t do this” as I call the knowledge keeper who shared teachings with me for permission to 

share it with my students myself. 

“I can’t do this” as I post on all of my social media channels looking for wool donations. 

“I can’t do this” as I drive across the municipality to buy wool from an elderly woman off Craigslist. 

“I can’t do this” as I prepare the slideshow to acknowledge and honor the knowledge keepers who 

shared the teaching with me. 
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“I can’t do this” as I share Coast Salish finger weaving with my 45 students. 

 Analysis.  Over the past three years, I have learned what it’s like to learn with my heart, I 

have made community connections, and I have gained significant new knowledge about the 

collective history that Settlers and First Peoples share.  And yet, still, I find myself fighting a 

constant battle against the perceived “structures” of education and my own insecurities about 

sharing Indigenous knowledge with others.   

As a Settler, I often feel that I don’t have the right to share this knowledge – that I’m 

going to do it wrong or in a way that is offensive.  That, until I have all the resources and know 

what I feel I need to know fully, I shouldn’t be sharing it with others.  That it’s not my right to 

share it with others anyway.  From what I can gather; however, this is not a sentiment shared by 

many Indigenous educators.  Instead I’ve heard that it IS the job of teachers (Settlers included) to 

share some of this information.  It is our turn to take on the responsibility, to experience 

discomfort and uncertainty and vulnerability, and to go forward in collaboration with an open 

heart and as much knowledge as we can access and TRY.  I hear that there is too much of a 

burden placed on Indigenous community members to constantly come in to classrooms and that 

it’s time for Settlers to step up.  If not us, who?   

I still battle this inner resistance daily because Settler guilt and shame is something I’m 

still working through.  I have to actively resist these thoughts to ensure that I’m making space for 

Indigenous knowledge and ways of being in my classroom.  I have to actively draw my own 

attention to the Eurocentric structures that govern the thinking and acting in myself and my 

students and try to de-power them.  And it’s not easy, because this is a cultural context I’ve spent 

most of my life unaware of.   
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I think that I often say “I don’t have time for this” because it’s a more comfortable way of 

opting out than saying “I won’t” or “I can’t”.  It takes away my agency and becomes a reason 

that’s beyond my personal control instead of a decision that I’m actively making.  Teachers are 

busy, yes – too busy.  I am constantly asked to do more with less in a way that personalizes the 

learning for students that are more and more diverse in need every year.  But this busyness isn’t 

anything new; I’ve been busy since my first year of teaching and I still find myself feeling busy 

every day.  So if I’m always busy, why not prioritize being busy with something that feels more 

important? 

Conclusion 

 The vignettes and analyses presented in this chapter explored key moments as I perceived 

them in my Unsettling journey.  Each story represented new personal realizations and subsequent 

shifts in my professional and personal behavior.  In the following chapter, I will provide further 

analysis across all six vignettes to explore the prominent themes of my own journey.  I present 

implications for myself and other in-service Settler teachers as well as recommendations for 

further study.  

 

 

  



LEARNING WITH HEART  48 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 – Conclusions and Recommendations 

Summary  

I began this process as a naive Settler with little awareness of the “water I was swimming 

in” (Foster Wallace, 2009).  I thought I knew who I was, what I wanted, and where I was going.  

I thought I knew what was important in my work, and I felt like I was doing the best I could for 

the students I worked with.  I didn’t know what I didn’t know until my eyes were finally opened 

for me, and I started to see my world for what it really was.   

I embarked on a journey that would help me further explore my self- and cultural-

awareness and came to learn more about the history that Settlers and First Nations, Metis, and 

Inuit people shared.  I started to notice and recognize the structures of my society and worldview 

in my upbringing and my current life and how they were impacting myself and those around me.  

I began to actively choose which of these structures served my own well-being and the well-

being of my learners and looked for more opportunities to learn from voices that had been 

silenced for far too long.  I started to try to take steps to de-power the narrative that dominated 

my own education and the education I was offering to my students, but I couldn’t understand 

why this same process wasn’t happening with similar fervor in peers who began their journey at 

a similar point to mine. 

Indigenous youth in Canada, and specifically First Nations, Inuit, and Metis students in 

British Columbia continue to be disproportionately underserved by the public education system 

here.  With a much stronger understanding of the history that we shared and the damage it had 

caused to their families and communities, I saw a desperate need to not only improve the 

learning experience for these students but also to ensure that no Settler students would go 
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forward without an awareness and appreciation for the cultures, history, and ways of knowing 

that have been part of the places they live, learn, play and work since time immemorial.   

Through my reading of relevant literature I learned that culturally responsive pedagogy 

and changes to larger societal constructs such as curriculum could improve the alignment 

between Indigenous students’ cultures and the culture of their learning spaces (Dion, 2007; Gay, 

2010; Kanu, 2007) as well as battle the systemic racism and ignorance that is perpetuated 

through the current dominant narrative in Canada (Battiste, 2013; Godlewska, et al., 2017; Kanu, 

2011; Regan, 2010; Schaefli, et al., 2018; The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 

2015a; Tompkins, 2002).  I also learned that in order for such changes to fully take root and 

flourish, educators need to first become aware of their own cultural context and in what ways it 

privileges or marginalizes those in their learning spaces (Koelwyn, 2018; Korteweg & Fiddler, 

2018; Tanaka, 2016).  While I had personally taken steps in this journey of “Unsettling”, I had 

never taken the time to critically reflect on the process nor identify what key experiences or 

lessons were part of the journey that had shifted my perspectives so significantly.  

  I hope that, as someone belonging to the largest demographic of educators in the 

country (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2019; Ryan, Pollock, & 

Antonelli, 2007), my autoethnography is able to provide readers with an opportunity to connect 

with me and my Unsettling experiences.  I have found the process of documenting, interpreting, 

and analyzing these experiences to be an incredibly rich process that has allowed me to better 

understand my own self within my evolving cultural context.  

Personal Learning & Themes 

 Last summer, I identified my research question, “What insights have I gained from 

examining shifts in values and practice resulting from my increased exposure and awareness of 
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First Peoples’ history, culture, and ways of knowing in Canada?”  Throughout the process of 

identifying and reflecting on key experiences that I felt highlighted these shifts, I was able to 

write vignettes to best represent their meaning and significance.  In the process of creating and 

analyzing these vignettes, I not only gained a better understanding of my perspectives and 

worldview in each moment and their evolution over time, I was also able to identify six key 

themes that characterized much of my development through the journey.  

Opting in.  Almost all of the key experiences reflected in my stories take place in 

settings that required me to “opt in”; they weren't school- or district-wide professional 

development events, nor were many of them planned parts of courses I had enrolled in.  My 

attendance in these scenarios was not mandated; it was the voluntary result of active interest (or 

in the first story, feeling obligation to a colleague) and action to participate.  This theme is 

consistent with what Tanaka (2016) refers to as “choosing to come” (p. 61), which she describes 

as a conscious choice to enter unknown territory that will likely challenge personal cultural 

beliefs.  Tanaka suggests that this act of choosing is a way for individuals, especially those in 

positions of privilege, to engage proactively in cross-cultural work.  It is a decision that 

educators who wish unsettle themselves, employ Culturally Responsive Pedagogy, and 

decolonize their practice must make in order to explore their own cultural identity.   

Reflecting on her own endeavors, Tanaka (2016) realizes “it is up to me to take the 

initiative in finding a way to walk alongside people I don’t know.  I need to consciously go out 

of my way.  This effort can require time, patience and risk” (p.141).  Making the decision to send 

an e-mail, RSVP to a public invitation, or enter a room can seem like a very small step, but none 

of the learning that happened for me during my journey would have taken place without that first 

choice.  It allowed me to enter Indigenous-dominant spaces which I may not otherwise have 
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encountered and take ownership over the transformative experiences that I had during my time 

there.  As I mentioned in my analysis of “Introductions”, entering different spaces and “being 

exposed to other ways of doing things created a sort of cognitive dissonance that highlighted my 

own cultural expectations and allowed me to identify them.” 

 Unlearning & relearning.  Another consistent theme across many of my stories was the 

importance of “unlearning” previous understandings that were incomplete or discriminatory and 

re-learning in a way that was inclusive of the Indigenous worldview, or as Battiste (2013) 

describes it “challenging [my] conscious and subconscious nations of meritocracy and 

superiority learned in life with sometimes well-intentioned but biased parents, grandparents, 

media, community, school texts, and discussions and how privilege is constructed and 

maintained in a racist society” (p. 69).  This unlearning encompassed factual knowledge of 

Canada’s complete history as well as cultural knowledge of the paradigms that governed the way 

I and others thought and acted.  In “The Blanket Exercise” and “Loss”, factual unlearning is 

exemplified in my reactions to experiencing Canada’s history through the Indigenous lens: “I 

couldn’t believe that a lot of it had happened . . . I couldn’t deny that.  I couldn’t deny place 

names I recognized and areas I’d been and reserves I knew having a place in this history” and “I 

cry because I realize that . . . I’m the only knowledge keeper left.  I only have a small piece of 

our culture to share.  The knowledge is gone.  Forever”.  My reactions to this learning were 

consistent with the reported experiences of others who have experienced the Unsettling process 

(Koelwyn, 2018; Korteweg & Fiddler, 2018; Mitchell et al., 2018; Regan, 2010) and served as an 

important foundation on which I was able to construct new understandings.   

 Relearning occurred frequently across my stories as I was taught about clam gardens, 

forms of introduction, village structure, or appropriate protocol.  A key component in the shift 
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toward Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Indigenizing curriculum, interacting with and 

learning about cultures beyond one’s own is an essential part of being able to understand and 

apply new ways of knowing and communicating (Dion, 2007; Kanu, 2011; Korteweg & Fiddler, 

2018; Mitchell, Thomas, & Smith, 2018).  This new knowledge allowed me to engage in 

unfamiliar cultural contexts with increasing confidence, which reaffirmed my impression of 

these experiences as positive and enriching. 

 Through all forms of my relearning; however, it became clear that it was not only what I 

was learning about that was new, it was how I was learning; this is seen in my analysis of “The 

Blanket Exercise”: 

This moment; however, was one of the first times I learned with my heart; I wasn’t just 

hearing about our collective history, I was experiencing it, and in doing so I was feeling 

it, in my heart, mind, and body.” 

Tanaka (2016) describes the influence of Indigenous Ways of Knowing in shifting Settler 

teachers’ understandings of education and the positivist paradigm in which it has been 

historically constructed.  Traditionally, learning has been about the dissemination of information, 

an emphasis on the processes of the mind.  For many Indigenous Peoples, Ways of Knowing, 

such as those represented in the First Peoples’ Principles of Learning, emphasize that learning 

involves not only mind, but body, and spirit as well (First Nations Education Steering 

Committee, 2008).  For many Settler educators, and as was the case in my experiences, this way 

of learning is unfamiliar at first, but then very fulfilling in ways that are hard to articulate 

(Tanaka, 2016). This appreciation for a more holistic approach to education can result in the 

appreciation for Indigenous Pedagogy that is required in order for teachers to start to integrate it 

in their practice (Battiste, 2013; Kanu, 2011; Regan, 2010; Tanaka, 2016).  
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Discomfort.  Regan (2010) states that “disturbing emotions are a critical pedagogical tool 

that can provoke decolonizing, transformative learning” (p.13).  This was certainly my own 

experience; in every one of my stories, some description of feeling uncomfortable, uncertain, or 

vulnerable presented itself.  In “The Blanket Exercise” and “Loss” I graduate through disbelief, 

rage, and sorrow as I learn more about the collective history of Indigenous Peoples and Settlers 

in Canada; in “The Clam Garden”, I vacillate between mistrust, confusion, regret, and awe as I 

try to navigate a new and unfamiliar setting that is Indigenous-dominant; in “The Gift”, my 

actions and thoughts exist in a perpetual shroud of self-doubt as I try to engage in a form of 

protocol with an Elder I greatly respect.  For me, as Tanaka (2016) describes, the process was 

risky, unpredictable, and disruptive, as it left me on “uncertain epistemological ground” (p. 172).   

This uncertainty; however, seems to be a key component of my shifting perspective.  

Like Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, I needed to be beyond my comfort zone for 

authentic learning to happen; as in my stories, I needed to “be physically present, to listen and 

learn experientially as a minority, and to participate in Indigenous dominant spaces of 

Indigenous Knowledge” (Korteweg & Fiddler, 2018, p. 267) in order to “be the one who 

struggled to understand” (Tanaka, 2016, p. 64).  Only by doing this was I able to experience 

“shifts of stance towards cultural humility, embodied holistic learning, and empathetic 

development” (Korteweg & Fiddler, 2018, p. 269).  I needed to be uncomfortable so that my 

emotions became involved and my heart could come forward to play a role in my learning.  

Not knowing is not easy.  For someone who has benefited from a dominant cultural 

narrative for all of my life, it was very unfamiliar and scary.  It was also necessary.  As Regan 

(2010) states, “we must risk interacting differently . . . with vulnerability, humility, and a 

willingness to stay in the decolonizing struggle of our own discomfort” (p. 13).  My discomfort 
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is not even a blip in the lifelong oppression that Indigenous peoples in Canada have faced; it is 

the least I, as a Settler educator, can do to enter such a state willingly in hopes of shifting our 

current cultural narratives for the better.  Regan (2010) uses the term “unsettling” to refer to the 

process of destabilizing the colonial narrative, but I feel it also refers to the essentially 

emotionally turbulent nature of the process for participants.  

New relationships: From “I” to “we”.  One of the most impactful components of my 

experiences as described through these stories was the development of new relationships, 

especially with those of Indigenous heritage.  These relationships varied in intimacy; in “The 

Blanket Exercise”, it was as simple as sharing with facilitators during a closing circle, but by “A 

Clam Garden”, “The Gift”, and “Weaving”, I was describing shared experience with those that I 

had formed close, caring relationships with.  The impact of these relationships is described in my 

analysis of “A Clam Garden” 

I had started to make genuine connections with a more diverse peer group that included 

Indigenous voices . . . [I] had people in my life that I could look to for support as I 

continued to explore new and unfamiliar opportunities to engage with local community 

and culture. 

The importance of connecting with individuals from outside ones’ cultural context serves to de-

stabilize dominant narratives about the “other”.  Tanaka (2016) describes one example in her 

work: “over time, the pre-service teachers came to know the wisdom keepers as competent and 

complex individuals rather than as a homogenous or stereotypical group of “others,” thus moving 

away from a deficit view of Aboriginal cultures” (p. 163).  Like Tanaka’s students, I was 

developing authentic relationships with those outside of my dominant world-view, and in doing 

so, I was shifting my previous misconceptions of the cultures they embodied. 
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 Unknowingly, my new friends were also actively humanizing the historical struggles of 

Indigenous people for me.  Now, in my work, I don’t see images of anonymous First Peoples 

communities in my mind when I consider our collective history, I see the faces of the friends that 

I know and love.  I feel the pain of knowing that they were and continue to be harmed by our 

historical and current society and I am inspired to do whatever I can to change that.  

This new community that I was building is also evident in a gradual shift in language 

throughout my vignettes.  My stories start with a lens and response that is individualistic in 

nature, but toward the end of my stories there is a much more noticeable collectivist tone – a 

focus on the “we” instead of the “I”.  I start to realize that this is a journey we were and continue 

to be on together, and that building this community is an important part of decolonizing myself 

and others and improving the experience for future generations.  

Limitations 

 As with any autoethnography, this work represents only my personal experiences and 

perspectives.  My interpretations of the moments I shared and the themes they reflect are 

individual to me and are framed within my personal context, emotions, and thoughts.  In this 

way, I am prioritizing my own experience over the experience of others with the intent to better 

understand myself in the context of my work; however, as warned by Burdell and Swadener 

(1999) “it is crucial to notice who gets to speak, who is invited to contribute, and the nature of 

the stories" (p. 25).  I am wary of the impact of prioritizing my own voice; this was my story, 

yes, but as a white, middle class Settler, it is yet another piece of work by someone who has 

benefited from unearned privilege and the dominant narrative of our current society. 
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Suggestions for Further Research 

 During my literature review, I discovered that there was a plethora of information on the 

need for transformation of our current educational to benefit CRELD learners, as well as 

significant research in the decolonization and Unsettling of preservice teachers and post-

secondary faculty and students.  What I found very difficult to locate within the research 

however was information on how to best support the development of culturally responsive 

practice and Indigenous pedagogy in current, in-service teachers – especially those who have 

been teaching for many years.  Change will happen in our system at an agonizingly slow pace if 

we only focus on new educators entering the profession (Wiliam, 2011); the careers of teachers 

can exceed 30 years in length, and we as a society simply cannot afford to wait that long for 

institutional change – too much is at stake.  We need to know more about what the Unsettling 

process looks and feels like for Settler teachers who have been practicing for many years; we 

need to better understand what has inspired their pursuit of the process so that we can better 

encourage and support other practicing teachers to choose an Unsettling path.  

 In this endeavour, I encourage future research of this nature to be centered in a way that 

values contextualized knowledge and honours story.  I say this not just because the Unsettling 

and decolonizing journey is often fraught with very personal emotions and experiences, but 

because honouring story, as I understand it at this point, is also in itself a shift towards a more 

Indigenous worldview.  By considering the context of each individual, we acknowledge their 

heart, mind, and spirit in the journey they take.  We see them for who they are, where they’ve 

come from, where they’re at and where they’re going, and in doing so we humanize their 

struggles and successes.  Conversely, conducting this research in ways that reinforce a positivist 

and Eurocentric worldview would only serve to further distance participants from the 
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decolonizing process.  As Mi’kmaw Elder Kji Keptin Alex Denny (as cited in Battiste, 2013) 

said to a community of educators, teachers, and students: “You can’t be the doctor if you are the 

disease” (p. 139).  We cannot apply a Eurocentric cure to treat an ignorance of Eurocentrism.  

Methodologies that instead de-power this dominant narrative by centering the self in research, 

such as self-study, narrative inquiry, and autoethnography would be much more impactful ways 

to honour this work.  

Implications & Recommendations 

 Implications for myself.  At the beginning of this research journey, I didn’t expect that 

my personal experiences could offer much learning beyond what I had experienced in the 

moment.  I knew I had undergone some personal transformations, but I didn’t give significant 

thought to the how, what, and why of those shifts, and I certainly didn’t think that they would be 

of use to anyone other than myself.  I was wrong.  Through my research I have learned that, as 

stated in much of the literature, my Unsettling process needed to start with Truth (Korteweg & 

Fiddler, 2018; Koelwyn, 2018; Mitchell et al., 2018; Regan, 2010); I needed to learn what I 

didn’t know so that I could start to question what else I was unaware of, what else I wasn’t 

seeing, and who else I wasn’t hearing.  Going forward, I will continue to emphasize the 

importance of this stage in work toward decolonization, Unsettling, and reconciliation. 

 This new understanding also developed as a result of new appreciation for what 

“research” can look like.  At the beginning of my journey, I was a “scientist” steeped in 

Eurocentric and positivist perspectives.  My thoughts on research were consistent with those 

described by Ellis et al. (2010) and Sparkes (2002) in their analysis of the limitations this 

perspective faces with regard to social science research.  After significant exposure to literature 

that gave voice and perspective to other methods of research, I came to appreciate that my 
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original definition was very limited as well as limiting.  After going through the process of this 

autoethnography, I now see that research, especially in education, is incredibly broad in nature, 

and research methods that center the self as the object of study offer significant opportunity for 

personal and professional development of the author and potentially their reader(s).   

I have also come to realize that the Unsettling process is ongoing and without conclusion; 

no matter how much I learn or change, I will constantly have to work at depowering the cultural 

worldview I was raised with, and I will always be learning more from those that I walk 

alongside.  As someone who sees herself as impatient, who loves to check items off of to-do 

lists, and who is often thinking “what next” instead of sitting with the moment, this does not 

come naturally, but recognizing: (a) that I have these thoughts and feelings; and (b) that they do 

not serve this work, is something I wouldn’t have been able to do in the absence of this process.  

I can now go forward with this expectation and be more patient and open in my future work. 

I have felt vulnerable at almost every point along this journey.  Before this research 

process, this vulnerability was a very private experience.  Now, I have chosen to make it public.  

Brené Brown (2012) says “we love seeing raw truth and openness in other people, but we’re 

afraid to let them see it in us” (p. 41).  I agree; I relished in and learned from the narratives of 

others as I read their stories during my literature review, but I was ashamed of the 

misconceptions and discomfort that characterized my own journey and I was very hesitant to 

share them.  Brown also reminds us; however, that “our ability to be daring leaders will never be 

greater than our capacity for vulnerability” (2018, p. 11).  The purpose of this Master’s program 

is to develop and improve my capacity for leadership; if I’m not able to be vulnerable in sharing 

my own journey of Unsettling, how can I expect anyone else to be?  How can I support them in 
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their own journeys?  In order to help lead other learners through their own vulnerable moments, I 

need to be willing to let them see and hear my own.  

A final implication of this work is my new appreciation for safe spaces.  Through all my 

work navigating the complex emotions associated with these past years, I always felt supported 

and accepted by the facilitators, community members, and peers I was working with.  As a 

Settler, I often felt undeserving of the remarkable compassion and patience they showed me, 

such as that exhibited in my analysis of “The Gift”.  I now realize that this self-deprecating 

mindset ignores the humanity we all share.  The support and safety I felt gave me space to 

process the changes I was experiencing in positive ways; it helped me move the Settler shame I 

was developing toward responsibility instead of avoidance (Koelwyn, 2018).  The importance of 

these safe spaces in the work of decolonization is emphasized in the work of Tanaka (2016), 

Korteweg and Fiddler (2018), and Mitchell et al. (2018), and it gives me pause to consider if and 

how we are providing our learners (educators and students) with similar spaces in which to do 

equally difficult work.  

 Implications for Settler educators.  As with all autoethnographical studies, my 

experiences and interpretations are unique to me, and I cannot suggest that my own story reflects 

the experiences of others.  That said; as a Settler in-service educator, I do feel that through my 

journey I have gained some personal insights that I feel might support other Settler educators in 

their own explorations of Unsettling and Decolonizing oneself and one’s practice.  

 Don’t mistake fear for disinterest.  Turning a critical eye to our own cultural framework 

is an uncomfortable process; as described earlier in this chapter, I felt discomfort throughout 

most of my journey.  It makes sense that it would be human nature to avoid and fear discomfort; 

from an evolutionary perspective, most things that cause physical discomfort might actually be 
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quite harmful to us.  I wonder; however, whether this fear and avoidance translates to emotional 

discomfort as well.  As a Settler educator, most of the cultural framework I exist in has been 

designed for me; it is comfortable; familiar; safe.  Challenging this framework is not.  Whether 

consciously or unconsciously, it is possible that I and other Settler educators have made and 

continue to make choices to avoid this challenge, and it is important for us to take time to fully 

understand what motives are actually at play when we find ourselves avoiding certain kinds of 

environments, experiences, and learning.  

Opt in. The opposite of avoidance is engaging, or opting in.  As mentioned earlier in this 

chapter, “opting in” was one of the key themes present throughout my journey.  If we, as Settler 

educators, do not opt in to experiences that allow us to broaden our perspectives and worldviews, 

we lose the opportunity to recognize the limitations we are putting on each other and, more 

importantly, on our students.  For us, those limitations will remain invisible but, for many of our 

students, those limitations will remain painfully obvious.  It is our responsibility as educators to 

better understand ourselves in order to better understand and support the learners we work with 

every day.  We must seek out opportunities to wrestle with this self-exploration, and 

simultaneously prioritize Indigenous voices and learning opportunities in Indigenous-dominant 

spaces.  That said, the Unsettling journey is unique to each individual, and not every Settler 

educator will be ready to take the aforementioned steps.  Opting in does not have to be a huge, 

energy-consuming endeavour; it can be as simple as not saying no.  Choosing not to put a book 

down, not to leave a workshop, not to immediately think of the reasons why something won’t 

work, not to be distracted during staff meetings or events, or not to opt out of one professional 

development opportunity for another are all examples of opting in that can allow the work of 

decolonization and Unsettling to move forward.   
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 Seek out new friendships.  Without the new friendships I formed over the past three 

years, I would not have developed the same level of appreciation for and respect of the cultures I 

was learning about.  As mentioned earlier in this chapter, “. . . I was shifting my previous 

misconceptions of the cultures [my new friends] embodied.”  These new friendships supported 

me as I took uncertain steps toward culturally responsive pedagogy and gently corrected me 

when I inevitably made mistakes.  They shifted my stereotypes.  In connecting with new 

communities and cultures, Settler educators can gain a stronger understanding of the knowledge, 

protocol, and ways of being that have sustained these communities since time immemorial and 

that also continue to sustain the lives of many of our learners today.  With new friendships, we 

begin to engage our hearts in the challenges faced by those communities and become 

emboldened in our commitment to addressing them.  We can become better able to identify the 

ways in which our practice marginalizes some and privileges others and seek guidance as we 

begin to offer the culturally responsive pedagogy that our students need. 

 Listen, listen, listen.  At a key point in my journey, I had the privilege of a guide who 

told me the best thing I could do as a Settler educator in the work of decolonization and 

Indigenization was to “listen, listen, listen”.  I was to listen with not only my ears, but my eyes, 

my heart, and my spirit.  When I felt the need to speak, to interrupt, or to question, instead I was 

encouraged to wait, to be patient, to sit with my thoughts, to listen further, and allow the 

teachings that were being shared with me to not only continue but also resonate within.  For 

some educators, myself included, this is an unfamiliar and sometimes frustrating mandate; we 

want the “quick fix”; the “how-to”; the “why”, the “how”, and the “when”.  What’s important for 

Settler educators to recognize; however, is that this perceived need for a technical or procedural 

solution is not suitable for the very complex challenge of decolonization and reconciliation.  I am 
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not suggesting that we lay down our consciousness and become passive vessels to be filled, but 

rather that we quiet the impulse to question that seems second-nature to so many of us.  To wait 

an extra moment; to truly listen and not just wait to speak.  To be patient.  For so long, 

Indigenous voices have been suppressed, stifled, and silenced.  One of the most important ways 

that we as Settler educators can support these voices is to give them priority, even over our own 

inner voice sometimes, and to open ourselves to the wealth of knowledge that they offer.  

Conclusion 

My Unsettling process was ignited by an experience that left me feeling sad, mad, and 

afraid.  It was a moment that embodied a form of learning that I had known in childhood but had 

since forgotten, and it significantly influenced the steps I next chose to take.  Though it felt 

unique to me, many educators credit events like this as the seed of their decolonizing efforts,  

teachers who embark on the journey of integration [of Aboriginal perspectives] often 

credit some sort of transformational experience for helping them acquire the interest and 

desire to improve their teaching. (Kanu, 2011, p. 170) 

I wish for more educators to experience moments like this.  I wish for more educators to reflect 

on these experiences.  To some, reconciliation is no more than a tokenistic catch phrase; 

something that “is no different from our [Settler] peacemaking practices of the past” (Regan, 

2010, p. 84).  Like Paulette Regan; however, I see reconciliation as a possibility, something that 

could be “a teaching/learning place of encounter where acts of resistance and freedom occur.” (p. 

237).  This process; however, requires the active engagement of Settlers; our open hearts, and 

with them, our vulnerability.  The path itself is a learning journey, but taking time to remove 

oneself from that path and explore the process in which we are immersed is an even more 

valuable and enlightening experience.  In doing so, I have learned more about myself than I 
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anticipated was possible to discover.  I have also developed more awareness, compassion, and 

patience for others walking similar paths.  I encourage all Settlers to explore some form of 

personal research, whether it be autoethnography, self-study, narrative inquiry, or another as they 

work through the process of Unsettling.  Like taking the red pill (Wachowski & Wachowsky, 

1999), seeing the water you swim in for the first time is an uncomfortable experience ripe with 

complex emotions.  Don’t hide from it.  Don’t avoid it.  Instead, give yourself and others the 

opportunity to learn from it.   
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