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Abstract 

Alongside young people, our research explores the meaning of belonging and unearths its role in 

igniting action in our communities today and for our future. It creatively explores our collective 

journey to kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ1 (to belong or belong somewhere) guided by the question: How 

can civic belonging for young people ignite civic action? Youth participatory action research 

(YPAR), rooted in a decolonizing methodology referred to as Indigenized youth participatory 

action research (I-YPAR) is foundational to this research. During the research process, we 

engaged three A(u)nties and 10 Indigenous and non-Indigenous young people, aged 18-29, in a 

decolonizing, relational, and creative co-developed exploration into belonging, civic, and 

collective belonging, and action for young people. The research aligns with my relational, 

responsive, and reflexive ethical responsibilities as an Indigenous researcher and the Royal 

Roads University Research Ethics Policy. Key learnings highlight the immeasurable and 

inextricable relationships between connection, land, and freedom to belonging, and the 

importance of cultivating collective belonging for current and future generations. Recommended 

calls to action for young people; adult allies of young people; and policy makers, changemakers, 

and influencers include: (1) create spaces for young people to connect to self and others; (2) 

remember, recognize, and re-integrate connection to land; and (3) cultivate collective belonging 

in youth civic spaces. This research exists to support young people in reclaiming their roles as 

storytellers, leaders, knowledge holders, and changemakers for current and future generations. 

Keywords: belonging, collective, civic, action, Indigenous youth participatory action 

research, decolonizing methodologies 

 
1 kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ (Cree) is mindfully bolded to honour my ancestral language and as an act as reclamation of 

language, culture, and identity. My understandings of the word’s closest translations are in English is belong, belong 

somewhere or my personal favourite, home. 
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Personal Prologue 

kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ. While the political and social context for this research is foundational, its 

roots are deeply personal. I am a proud urban Métis Iskwew with homelands rooted in Fort 

Chipewyan from the Fraser family, and have had the privilege to be born and grow up on the 

unceded, ancestral, sacred, and continually occupied lands of the xʷməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), 

Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), Səl̓ílwətaʔ/Selilwitulh (Tsleil-Waututh) peoples in what is now 

known as Vancouver, British Columbia (BC). As a mixed heritage Métis woman, born into and 

growing up in an urban centre, I grew up disconnected from the homelands of my Métis family 

as well as the stories of my ancestors, my culture, what it meant to be Indigenous, what it meant 

to be mixed. My experience of belonging nowhere was more than a personal feeling but rather a 

result of intergenerational colonial dispossession of identity, culture, language, and land. My 

journey to understand who I am as an Indigenous Iskwew (woman in Cree), who I am as a settler 

woman, and how I experience the daily tensions of the distinctive worldviews that respectively 

shape each of these identities and challenged my positionality. As a young Indigenous 

researcher, I must acknowledge who I am, what has brought me here, and what intentions I come 

with in order to honour doing things in a good way. Throughout the process, I have had countless 

struggles of worthiness, of doubt, of anger, of fear, of joy, of concern, of pride and of freedom. 

This process has undoubtedly been one of the hardest things I have done.  

I acknowledge my whole being and all the ancestors that have informed and formed who 

I am today. Being mixed, I intentionally choose to privilege my Indigenous worldview, teachings 

and ways of being; I do this as an act of reclamation to nation building for a connected, thriving, 

and alive future. Recognizing the diverse tapestry of who I am, where I come from, and how I 

belong, I came to understand through this research process was that our world needs to 
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remember and reclaim our sacred interconnected relationality, and our deep connection and 

belonging to one another, and the land.  As a young Indigenous Iskwew researcher, I choose to 

acknowledge my positionality, my worldview, my understanding of my identity (Smith, Tuck, & 

Wang, 2019), my struggles, and my deep interconnected motivations to explore the concept of 

belonging amongst and alongside young people. I must acknowledge my ways of seeing and 

being in the world that are connected with the land, the wisdom of my ancestors, and to the deep 

responsibility that I carry for current and future generations of young people.  

My choice to work with and alongside young people is rooted in what I believe is 

possible when we nurture and cultivate spaces for young people to take their rightful roles as 

leaders, as storytellers, and as changemakers in our communities.  This exploration of collective 

belonging for young people comes at a time of immense transformation, one of great discomfort 

and one of unprecedented growth. Young people all over the world are rising, are leading, are 

fierce; yet grounded and are demonstrating to us more than ever what it means to belong.  

I see a world where every young person across these lands belongs without bounds. A 

world where all young people don’t have to journey back to kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ, but instead 

experience it from their first indrawn breath, like sweetgrass - rooted, boundless, and free. 
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Where are you trying to belong to? 

Above so much, future generations need the land. 

Belonging sits in the natural laws of this land. 

Rise up. 

Uplift values, respect & appreciate people. 

Uplift one another. 

Create communities & culturally safe spaces, while fostering positive relations. 

Free Yourself. Be Yourself. Heal Yourself. 

Learn & Educate; Understand your ancestors. 

Reconnect to Mother Earth. 

Build skills, knowledge & resilience. 

Gather. 

Create new tables. Change rigid structures. 

Celebrate ups and downs together. 

There is power in disagreement. 

Action is in dialogue. 

Feel deeply. Love fiercely. 

Create accessible places to feel vulnerable. Hold space for each other. 

Inclusion requires understanding. Create networks for support. 

Kapwa. 

All my relations.  
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Chapter 1: Opening the Circle 

The prophecy of the seventh generation says that when the seventh generation of young 

people come, the great winter will end, for these young people with old spirits will lead 

and make change- a reuniting with each other and with Mother Earth will happen 

(Sanchez, 2017, p. 203). 

The seventh generation of young people are here. Young people, aged 10 to 24, make up 

25% of the world’s population (Population Reference Bureau, 2013) and are predicted to account 

for approximately 60% of the world’s urban population by 2030 (UN Habitat, 2013). Across 

Canada the numbers tell a similar story: there are nine million youth, aged 15 to 34, representing 

25% of the Canadian population (Statistics Canada, 2018). Indigenous youth are the youngest, 

fastest growing demographic across these lands (Statistics Canada, 2018), and from 2006 to 

2016, the population of Indigenous youth across Canada increased by 39% compared to just over 

6% for non-Indigenous youth (Statistics Canada, 2018).  

These statistics about the population growth of young people are more than numbers. 

Behind every number is a young leader with a story, a dream, a vision, a contribution, an idea, a 

plan, and an inherent right to have a voice and act on the decisions facing the collective future of 

their communities, their nations, and the world they live in, and are inheriting. Young people in 

Canada and across the globe are grappling with important questions: Where do we come from? 

Who are we? Who are we becoming? Where do we belong? What future exists for us? Despite 

the growing rise of young people locally, nationally, and internationally; our communities, 

organizations, and systems often fall short of engaging young people to meet and navigate the 

complexities of our current reality (Pontes, Henn, & Griffiths, 2017). 
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Despite the limited meaningful engagement, young people across the globe are rising to 

action. Young people are rejecting the slow roll of conventional politics, feeling like they have 

no voice, are ignored, restricted, or denied the resources to engage politically and generally feel 

as though conventional political engagement is ineffective in bringing about genuine change 

(Lemyre, 2016). Young people’s engagement and commitment to climate action is a beautiful 

example. In March 2019, more than 1.4 million young people in over 133 countries around the 

world took part in school strikes on climate action (Laville, Taylor, & Hurst, 2019) reclaiming 

and utilizing their voices to speak truth to power. Thousands gathered across these lands here in 

Canada to organize in solidarity from coast to coast to coast and continue to gather to confirm 

and support the rights of Indigenous people and the sacredness of the land.  

Even with young people collectively rising up around important issues like climate 

action, questions remain about young people’s current capacity to be civic leaders in their 

communities. For example, a study by Policy Research Group of the Government of Canada 

indicated that 70% of Canadians feel young people are not prepared to be active civic 

community leaders, suggesting that young people are ill-prepared to vote, become active in the 

community, and engage with political and community leaders (Lemyre, 2016). Our research 

sought to unearth how Indigenous and non-Indigenous young people, aged 19-29 in Vancouver, 

BC can claim or reclaim their rightful place in civic action.  Specifically, it sought to understand 

how civic belonging is defined and described because belonging for youth increases the 

likelihood of their engagement in civic action (Lemyre, 2016). This research explores how 

collective belonging for young people can be nurtured and cultivated as we navigate the 

unprecedented challenges of today and generations to come. The study engages youth 

participatory action research (YPAR) and is rooted in a decolonizing methodology. The 
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objectives of this study are to (1) discover how young people define and describe belonging and 

civic action; (2) explore how young people co-create collective meanings of civic belonging; (3) 

support participating young people in reclaiming their roles as storytellers, leaders, knowledge 

holders, and changemakers; and (4) consider how civic belonging can be cultivated and nurtured 

to inspire civic action today and in the future.  

The following principle research question originally guided the study: 

1. How can civic belonging for young people ignite civic action? 

This question was supported by the following sub-questions: 

2. How do young people understand and experience civic belonging and civic action? 

3. How do young people experience the relationship between civic belonging and civic 

action? 

4. Why is civic belonging for young people important to ignite civic action today and in 

the future? 

5. What actions can be taken by young people and communities to cultivate civic 

belonging for young people and inspire civic action? 

It is important to acknowledge that initially this research sought to explore the concept of civic 

belonging leading to civic action; however, due to the participatory, reflexive, and youth-driven 

process of the study, during the research process it became clear the term ‘civic belonging’ did 

not resonate with participating young people. Therefore, after their recommendation and 

advocacy, we explored the concept of ‘collective belonging’, a term co-created by young people, 

and its role in collective action. 
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How the Journey Started 

The context for this research is rooted in what I believe to be an ideal time to 

meaningfully explore belonging, collective belonging, and its role in connecting young people to 

each other and the land. Specifically, this research engaged young people from the unceded, 

sacred and continually occupied lands of the xʷməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh 

(Squamish), Səl̓ílwətaʔ/Selilwitulh (Tsleil-Waututh) peoples now known as the City of 

Vancouver. The City of Vancouver is Canada’s third largest major city where 68 % of youth 

aged 15 to 34 are immigrants or are second generation Canadian (Statistics Canada, 2018) while 

being home to the third largest urban Indigenous population after Winnipeg and Edmonton 

(Statistics Canada, 2018). In 2015, Reconciliation and building bridges between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous peoples became a national conversation as the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (TRC) released its final report, detailing the disturbing truth of this country’s 

history and how this has informed the current reality for Indigenous peoples across the nations 

(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). In the same year, the federal 

government stated that Reconciliation and renewed relationships with Indigenous peoples was a 

top priority. While this research looks to explore the concept of collective belonging for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous young peoples it is vitally important to acknowledge the present-

day reality and context in which this research takes place. This research acknowledges the reality 

that in 2018 suicide rates are seven times higher for Indigenous youth than for non-Indigenous 

youth in this country, and suicide rates among Inuit youth come in at some of the highest in the 

world, at 11 times the national average (Government of Canada, n.d.). While there is 

documented variation in suicide rates between First Nations and Inuit youth, and there is 

currently no population health information on the status of Métis youth suicide rates (Ansloos, 
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2018). Further, data released by Statistics Canada (2018) stated that in the 2016-2017 reports, 

46% of incarcerated youth in Canada are Indigenous while accounting for only 8% of the total 

population (Canada, 2018). In Canada, 52.2% of children in foster care are Indigenous, but 

account for only 7.7% of the child population and 38% of Indigenous children in Canada live in 

poverty, compared to only 7% for non-Indigenous children (Statistics Canada, 2018).  

While these statistics highlight one part of the reality of young Indigenous peoples across 

these lands, they also highlight the reality of Canada for all young peoples. In 2014, the City of 

Vancouver declared itself the City of Reconciliation, this historic designation and commitment 

followed the Year of Reconciliation in Vancouver from June 2013 to June 2014 fueled by a deep 

desire to build partnerships and co-create a new vision for the what is possible for the sacred 

territories that host the City of Vancouver - this vision for a reconciled future will take the 

creativity, wisdom, and humility of each of us. In 2019, inaugural research was conducted, titled 

to Canadian Youth Reconciliation Barometer that consisted of a survey conducted online with 

representative samples of 682 Indigenous and 695 non-Indigenous youth (ages 16 to 29), 

distributed across the 10 provinces and three territories (Environics Institute for Survey 

Research, 2019). Among many other important findings, the study found that: 

The country’s youth recognize many obstacles to progress toward reconciliation, they are 

also notably positive about the future. Three-quarters (75%) of Indigenous youth and 

two-thirds (68%) of non-Indigenous youth say they are somewhat if not very optimistic 

that there will be meaningful reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people in their lifetime, compared with roughly one in five who expresses pessimism 

(Environics Institute for Survey Research, 2019). 
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Our research acknowledges that reconciliation is a complex, systemic and multi-faceted 

issue, that some youth across the country are now calling over in the now trending line of 

‘Reconciliation is dead’. The following reflective questions assist in further framing the 

relevancy and interconnected nature of the context in which this research exists - What is the role 

of all young people in our ability to achieve the goal of a thriving and connected future? 

Regardless of how you identify - what does it mean to belong? How might acknowledging 

history and current realities support cultivating and nurturing a sense of belonging for all young 

people? How might doing so impact our collective vision for a thriving and alive future? 

Significance of the Inquiry 

By exploring the interconnected, relational, personal, and collective concept of 

belonging, this research engages Indigenous and non-Indigenous young people to unearth how 

they understand, experience, and define belonging. It specifically explores civic belonging and 

collective belonging (a term identified by young people), and how we can cultivate belonging for 

young people moving forward. This research builds from existing youth engagement and 

belonging literature and practices and uncovers conditions to cultivate and nurture a sense of 

belonging for young people and actions - personal and communal - to support communities 

where young people belong to take action and thrive. Further, in walking alongside young 

people, this research seeks to co-create understandings and insights about how collective 

belonging for young people can be cultivated to ignite collective action in their lives, their 

leadership, and their future as we adapt to these rapidly changing times. The seventh generation 

of young people are here. They are rising. This research acts as a vehicle to support young 

people in reclaiming their roles as storytellers, leaders, knowledge holders, and changemakers in 

cultivating a sense of collective belonging without bounds.   
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Overview of the Thesis 

Throughout this thesis I oscillate between using the pronouns “we” and “I”. I use “we” 

when describing the co-inquiry process and findings as this co-inquiry is the outcome of a 

collective - the three young people from the A(u)ntie Advisory Collective (the A(u)nties) and the 

10 young people who contributed their stories, lived experiences, thoughts, and insights. In 

contrast, I use the term “I” to reflect my opinions, thoughts, and choices as these do not 

necessarily reflect the views of the collective. I have chosen to bring intentionality to both the 

collective and individual voice throughout this thesis, to decentralize the sharing of this 

knowledge. The core of this research is the voices of the young people, as Smith (2008) shares, 

the core of this research is the collective not the individual. Within Māori worldviews, the unit of 

the individual is foregone in Indigenous research methodologies for the “fundamental unit of 

whanau or extended family” (Smith, 2012, p. 279) as the “core social unit, rather than the 

individual” (Smith, 2012, p. 303).  Throughout the thesis, I have chosen to bold words to 

highlight their importance and italicize words that are direct quotes from the young people to 

offer clarity in voice. 

Chapter 1 provides some general context for the realities and times in which this 

research took place, an overview of my original primary research question and interrelated sub-

questions, my research objectives, and the significance of the co-created inquiry. 

Chapter 2 explores current literature on youth belonging, situating our inquiry within 

broader academic literature on belonging generally, young people and belonging, young people’s 

engagement in civic action and importance of belonging in civic action for young people. This 

chapter concludes with a summary of all academic scholarship explored within this thesis. 
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Chapter 3 outlines the methodological approaches, overview of our data harvest methods 

and a description of our overall research design. This chapter introduces and honours the 

advisory team and participating young people and concludes by sharing the ways in which we 

co-engaged throughout the research process in relational, ethical, and trustworthy manner.  

Chapter 4 presents the findings of the study, specifically, presenting seven core themes 

that emerged from the wisdom of young people involved in this research. 

Chapter 5 discusses relevant literature in relation to each of the three study conclusions 

and articulates the corresponding calls to action from this study. I highlight specific calls to 

action tailored for three population groups: (1) young people; (2) adult allies of young people; 

and (3) policymakers, change makers, and influencers.  

Chapter 6 acknowledges the strengths and bounds of this inquiry, organizational 

implications, and implications for future inquiry. Finally, I conclude this chapter with a summary 

of the study findings, conclusions, calls to action, and this research journey. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Young people are the leaders of tomorrow and today. As such it is important to 

understand what it means for young people to belong and how we can cultivate belonging to 

continue to support young people as leaders today and for generations to come. It is important to 

note critical and feminist Indigenous studies literature, Indigenous queer theory and an in-depth 

exploration on the body of literature on civics is deeply related and relevant to this work. That 

said, for the purposes of this study we have chosen to explore what thinkers reveal about 

belonging generally, belonging for young people, young people’s engagement in civic action and 

end with an exploration of the importance of belonging in civic action for young people. These 

core concepts are foundational to work alongside young people and gain insight into how we 

nurture and cultivate belonging in our communities to inspire the civic and collective action 

needed in our ever-evolving world. 

Belonging 

If we turn to published literature on belonging, we learn belonging is an English word to 

describe a concept, a relationship, or a feeling. In the language of my ancestors, Cree, belong or 

belonging somewhere translates to kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ. The dictionary defines belonging as 

“close or intimate relationship; a sense of belonging” (Merriam Webster, n.d.) or “an affinity for 

a place or situation” (Oxford, n.d.). Irrespective of language, what is clear is that our need for 

belonging is primal (Brown, 2017). In fact, humans are hardwired to seek belonging on a neural 

and hormonal level supporting interdependence over independence (Brown, 2017; Ross, 2018).  

Further, for belonging to exist people have to feel they can be their authentic selves (Brown, 

2017; Ross, 2018; Turner, 2017).  Turner (2017) states “there are many kinds of belonging: 

community, geographic, familial, relationship, belonging to a purpose, belonging to our story, 
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our gifts, to something greater, that makes meaning for our lives” (p. 15). In essence, the key 

dominator of belonging (and unbelonging) lies in connection, to self, others, and something 

greater (Brown, 2017; Ross, 2018; Turner, 2017). Brown (2017) also states that places 

themselves can hold those feelings of belonging and unbelonging because of the connections we 

have with people in a particular place. A similar line of thought resides in the idea that belonging 

lies in our ability to connect to people, places, and issues that matter, as well as their relationship 

to the times in which we now live (Cuervo, Barakat, & Turnbull, 2015).  Ross (2018) takes the 

position that belonging is more closely related to an individual’s connection to shared identity, 

values, destiny, and interdependence, and that self is seen as a function of all our relationships, 

both past and present. We are an outcome of our relationships; we become self through other 

(Gergen & Gergen, 2000). On the other hand, Brown (2017) states belonging is deeply personal 

and our ability to belong to something greater or outside of ourselves requires us to be fully 

authentic and at times stand completely alone. From an Indigenous worldview, the concept of 

belonging is referred to using different language but captures the essence of connectedness in a 

different way. Thistle (2017) states that: 

The key to understanding a healthy community, Indigenous or not, is appreciating that 

cultivation of the human spirit is grounded in emplaced networks of significance. 

Grounded emplacement gives positive meaning to individual and collective life in social 

groups and society as a whole, and produces a healthy “sense of place,” as well as a 

healthy sense of identity (p. 6). 

The importance of the cultivation of the human spirit in emplaced networks of significance is 

furthered by sharing that our sense of place can be cultivated by  remembering our connection to 

all my relations, our sacred interconnectedness to all that is, an Indigenous teaching that reminds 
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of our relatedness to the land, to the water, to the creatures, to those that came before us, those 

that will come after - a teaching that travels across all time. Kovach (2010) furthers the notion of 

belonging in the context of the collective, stating that “Inherent in this understanding of life is 

reciprocity and accountability to each other, the community, clans and nations. It does not serve 

anonymity or rugged individualism well. It is a way of life that creates a sense of belonging, 

place and home.” (p. 55). Sanchez (2017) speaks to belonging and needing to belong as our deep 

desire not for more information, but instead to reconnect with ancestral wisdom that lies in all of 

us, one where we are all in a precious state of relatedness, one where we all belong - a belonging 

that is both individual and collective. 

So with the understanding that connection is a requirement for belonging to exist (Brown, 

2017; Cuervo et al., 2015; Gergen & Gergen, 2008; Kovach, 2010; Ross, 2018; Sanchez, 2017; 

Thistle, 2017; Turner, 2017), the question then becomes what is needed to support the collective 

cultivation of belonging to inspire action? How can it be nurtured and cultivated? Further, what 

does belonging mean for young people? 

Belonging for Young People 

Some scholars suggest that youth studies are not adapting rapidly enough to evolving and 

transformational dimension of youth (Stahl & Habib, 2017) resulting in the notion of belonging 

being “taken for granted” or siloed into merely a personal feeling (Youkhana, 2014). As a result, 

a lack of digging deeper into what it means when a young person affirms their sense of 

belonging leaves young people’s definition of belonging vague and undertheorized (Antonsich, 

2010). In the last decade, there has been an emerging landscape of research on belonging and the 

politics of belonging, the majority of which has been quantitatively focused on the effects of 

belonging rather than the meanings that allow for a sense of belonging to exist (Bateman, 2002; 
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Hill, 1996). Scholars within youth studies have articulated a clear call to action for further 

research into young people’s belonging, particularly with young people’s voices at the forefront 

(Coffey & Farrugia, 2014), claiming it is urgent for the future of our communities (Antonsich, 

2010; Stahl & Habib, 2017; Youkhana, 2014; Yuval-Davis, 2011). 

Of the little we know, scholars suggest belonging for young people entails an emotional 

attachment (Yuval-Davis, 2006), a process of sense-making related to place and value (Stahl & 

Habib, 2017), and a sense of belonging to a collective (Chavis & Newbrough, 1986). Young 

people identify the importance of being valued by their communities and social networks 

(Trowler, 2016). As well, scholars (Kidman, 2012) have found that mountains, lakes, rivers, and 

land have an important role to young people’s identity; however, how land influences their sense 

of belonging has yet to be fully unpacked. Cassidy (2013) through an in-depth study of youth 

belonging in Ontario, Canada, uncovered five themes and/or conditions that are present when 

young people feel like they belong: support for others, respect and care, dialogue, healthy 

conflict and safety (p. 153). According to Cassidy (2013), these five themes resonated with an 

overarching ontology of Being-in-Relation as a central component and way of being. However, 

we have still yet to uncover how young people define and describe a sense of belonging, not just 

the conditions that exist when it is present. Scholarship has yet to take young people’s lead in 

understanding how we cultivate a greater sense of belonging alongside their leadership. Yet, in 

exploring young people’s engagement in civic action, further research exists and is explored 

below. 

Young People’s Engagement in Civic Action 

According to Lemyre (2016), young people in Canada vote less than adults (age 25 and 

above) in federal elections, attend fewer public meetings, and express their concerns to 
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politicians or traditional media mediums less frequently than previous generations (i.e., 

newspapers); however, young people are more likely to volunteer and be most active in 

educational, community, or cultural groups (p. 51). In addition, studies have found that in 

Canada and around the globe, young people’s intention to vote and their overall political 

participation is in decline compared to previous generations (Johnson, 2014; Myock & Tonge 

2009; Turcotte, 2015; Wood, 2010). In contrast, Milan (2005) argued that younger generations 

are still politically engaged but are moving away from traditional arenas of engagement. Instead, 

young people are creating new modalities of civic and political participation to adapt to our 

changing world (Milan, 2005). For example, young people in Canada are more likely to research 

information and participate in a demonstration or march on a given political issue than previous 

generations (Lemyre, 2016). Furthermore, although ‘traditional’ civic participation for youth is 

less pervasive in the Canadian landscape, the methods young people are utilizing to participate 

and engage are more diverse and abundant than ever (Lemyre, 2016).  Resistance, reclamation 

and action can come in many forms, creating highly visible moments (Tuck & Yang, 2012). 

“Deep participating doesn’t always deliver a new policy, a new regime, a political victory. It 

might re/new an epstimology. Sometimes it can deliver a movement. Other times, it forms nodes 

and networks and pathways to be activated episodically for more explicit political participation” 

(Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 14).  

This phenomenon is also evident globally with the overwhelming engagement of young 

people using their voices to advocate for what matters, as highlighted in land protection 

movements and climate action strikes. Autumn Peltier, the Anishinabek Nation Chief Water 

Commissioner, who at 15 years of age has travelled across the globe speaking to peoples from all 

walks of life, including world leaders stated “[We have to] …keep going, don’t look back, and if 
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you have an idea, just do it; no one is going to wait for you or tell you what to do, use your voice 

and speak up for our planet” (Women of Influence, 2019).  Another young person utilizing the 

power of their voice, Greta Thunberg - a 16-year old from Sweden - recently advocated for 

climate action on several international platforms. She and 46 other youth activists from around 

the world stated: 

But to change everything, we need everyone. It is time for all of us to unleash mass 

resistance - we have shown that collective action does work. We need to escalate the 

pressure to make sure that change happens, and we must escalate together. So, this is our 

chance - join us on climate strike this September. People have risen up before to demand 

action and make change; if we do so in numbers, we have a chance. If we care, we must 

do more than say we do. We must act. This won’t be the last day we need to take to the 

streets, but it will be a new beginning. We’re counting on you (Guardian, 2019). 

Thunberg’s call to action inspired Rebecca Hamilton - a 16-year old from Vancouver, British 

Columbia (BC) - to bring together the first Vancouver students’ climate strike in December of 

2018 (Larsen, 2018). Together with tens of thousands of students, she says she’s stepping out of 

her daily life to prioritize climate action (Larsen, 2018).  

Traditionally, these types of actions are typically excluded from conversations and 

research about youth civic participation. I argue that this is a form of civic participation, however 

because the term has traditionally not included acts of protest and activism, for the purposes of 

this study we are using the term action to acknowledge the urgency to act, recognizing we must 

do more than engage and or participate we must act, our earth depends on it. “Once a person has 

engaged in deep participation, her bones will remember it and will expect it and set about 

creating it in other situations” (Tuck, 2013, p. 13).  
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Importance of Belonging in Civic Action for Young People 

In the context of civic participation in Canada, scholars have recently suggested that a 

strong sense of belonging for youth increases the likelihood of their engagement in civic action 

by 91%, compared to only 27% for adults (Lemyre, 2016). As such, an inextricable and 

unparalleled link can be made between belonging and civic action for young people across the 

country. Specifically, young people are 50% more likely to be members of or participate in civic 

associations if they hold a strong sense of belonging to Canada (Lemyre, 2016). Furthermore, it 

is important to acknowledge that space and opportunity must be provided for “Indigenous youth 

to determine what citizenship and civic identity means to them and their communities” because 

their identities should not be framed as “citizens of Canadian nation state but rather citizens of 

much older nations that predate federation and colonization” (Korteweg & Bissell, 2014, p. 21). 

With this said, what it means for young people to belong to Canada has yet to be explored 

(Woons, 2014). Although, there is clarity that a sense of belonging is critical for young people to 

engage in civic action, more research is needed to unearth how young people experience 

belonging and how it can be cultivated to promote meaningful participation (Lemyre, 2016; 

Woons, 2014). Holding this knowledge in mind on the deeply important and interconnected 

notions of belonging and civic action for young people, we must also acknowledge that in order 

to enact research on understanding how belonging can be cultivated, we must first create space to 

explore and unpack what belonging is for young people. 

Summary 

Essential to this research exploring collective belonging for young people is the 

suggestion that the concept of belonging is undertheorized in dialogues about place, space and 

young people (Cuervo & Wyn, 2017) and “researching young people’s experiences and 
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explanations of identities and belongings matters to young people as change-makers and are 

necessary in implementing a socially just future” (Habib & Ward, 2019; Hamid, 2017; Leistyna,  

2009; Smyth & McInerney,  2007). The direct correlation between theories of places, spaces, and 

territories to belonging is deepened by the notion that places hold meaning that are far beyond 

their physical location (Stahl & Habib, 2017) and that young people’s sense of belonging is most 

closely tied to their social relations (Massey, 1994). Therefore, for the purpose of this thesis, we 

define and describe what belonging means to young people from their perspectives and the 

conditions that cultivate and nurture belonging in order to support young people in being actively 

engaged as leaders both day and in the future. This research nurtures the weaving together of 

connection, places and spaces, issues that matter to young people and connecting the present day 

and our collective future (Cuervo et al., 2015). 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter outlines the design of our Indigenous youth participatory action research (I-

YPAR) project which draws on youth participatory action research (YPAR) and decolonizing 

methodologies. I begin by defining and describing YPAR and decolonizing methods that set the 

foundational reasoning for employing I-YPAR throughout our research process. I then provide 

an overview of our data harvest methods. A description of our overall research design follows. 

This includes a description of participant recruitment and selection, our engagement process, our 

gathering, and our process of analysis and validation of the research findings and 

recommendations to help ensure rigor and trustworthiness. The chapter concludes with an 

exploration of ethical responsibilities. 

Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) 

Youth participatory action research (YPAR), as described by Cammarota and Fine 

(2010), “provides young people with opportunities to study social problems affecting their lives 

and then determine actions to rectify these problems” (p. 2). YPAR allows for a paradigmatic 

shift for young people by highlighting that “the conditions of injustice are produced, not natural; 

are designed to privilege and oppress but are ultimately challengeable and thus changeable” 

(Cammarota & Fine, 2010, p. 2). YPAR is rooted in inspiring and empowering the invaluable 

wisdom, creativity, innovation, and leadership that young people offer this world by ways of 

formal resistance to systems, institutions, and organizations that oppress their participation 

(Cammarota & Fine, 2010). Furthermore, YPAR can support and reveal youth’s sense of power, 

agency, and knowledge of collective action to garner material changes and redistributions, 

addressing, imperfectly, the complexities of youth realities (Ansloos & Wager, 2019). Lastly, 

YPAR can serve as an action-oriented form of reclamation to support walking alongside the 
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participants to promote a paradigmatic shift amongst individuals, communities, organizations, 

and systems that oppress the participation of youth (Cammarota & Fine, 2010). In exploring 

belonging with young people, YPAR supports all involved in the research to think creatively 

about how we collectively co-create the conditions for collective belonging to enact meaningful 

change today and in the future. 

Decolonizing Methodology 

As an Indigenous researcher living in the era of unearthing truth, exploring meaningful 

reconciliation, and the belief in the power of leading differently in this country, it was both 

personally important and foundational that I employed a decolonizing methodology or approach 

to this research. Decolonizing research exists at the crux between political ideology (the beliefs 

that shape one’s praxis), space/place (the surroundings that give life to such existence), and 

community (the group that enacts such work), each a dimension of decolonization as an 

expression of community self-determination (Kovach, 2010; Smith, 2012; Zavala, 2013). 

Interpreting Tuck and Yang (2012), Ansloos and Wager (2019) write: “decolonization is not a 

metaphor, rather it is a complex and frequently chaotic practice of social change entangled with 

struggles for comprehensive Indigenous sovereignty, which centers land- and place-based 

relations”.  Employing decolonizing methodology is for me, a small act of reclamation of 

Indigenous worldview in the academy that honours my responsibility to all my relations. A 

decolonizing methodological approach to this work means challenging, reclaiming and at time 

refusing norms of Western research while synonymously weaving in ways of knowing and being 

consistent with Indigenous knowledge systems, recognizing there is rich diversity amongst 

communities, nations, knowledges and teachings. Wilson (2008) noted the principles underlying 

all Indigenous methodology as respect, reciprocity and relationality. If decolonization is not a 
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metaphor, as Tuck and Yang (2012) noted, I also recognize the ongoing nature of the work of 

decolonizing Western research, and that decolonizing methodology is not only about centering 

Indigenous ways of knowing and being from beginning to end of this research process, but also 

about decentralizing myself as the researcher and centering the non-human and the land in my 

research. Adhering to the centrality of relationality as an Indigenous way of knowing (Wilson 

2008), this research employed of I-YPAR. 

Indigenized Youth Participatory Action Research (I-YPAR) 

Korteweg and Bissell (2016) introduced the notion of Indigenized youth participatory 

action research (I-YPAR) as a methodological framework that acts as an active enactment of 

decolonizing research methodologies (Battiste, 2013; Donald, 2012; Kovach, 2010; Smith, 2012; 

Wilson, 2008). "Indigenized", in the context of I-YPAR is a formal term used Korteweg and 

Bissell (2016), but it is critical to note that the concept of Indigenization is distinct for many, 

from the concept of decolonizing as outlined above. Indigenized in the context of I-YPAR, 

appears to be about transforming YPAR by infusing Indigenous ways of knowing and being into 

an established Western critical methodology--an example of ‘Two-Eyed Seeing’ “To see from 

one eye with the strengths of Indigenous ways of knowing, and to see from the other eye with the 

strengths of Western ways of knowing, and to use both of these eyes together” (Bartlett, 

Marshall, & Marshall, 2012, p. 335). Consistent with our approach of engaging both Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous young people in this work, this approach engages both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous methodological traditions. In this way, our work engages in and explores what 

Bartlett, Marshall & Marshall (2012) defined as Two-Eyed Seeing. Building on the examples of 

Cammarota and Fine (2008) and Tuck and Yang (2013), this methodological framework seeks to 

enact a pedagogy of resistance or refusal, a method to build solidarity and a collective 
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imagination of resilience and futurity for/by and alongside youth (Korteweg & Bissell, 2016). 

According to Appadurai (2006), I-YPAR is a theory and methodology where Indigenous youth 

gain “the right to the tools through which any citizen can systematically increase that stock of 

knowledge which they consider most vital to their survival as human beings and to their claims 

as citizens” (p. 168). Further, I understand this methodological foundation to be built on 

reclaiming, recovering, and reimagining social and political power, in the hopes of promoting 

greater social justice and community building rooted in Indigenous worldview for all young 

people. 

Data Collection Methods 

The methods chosen for this study were participatory, arts-based (Barone & Eisner, 

2012), and decolonizing (Tuck & Yang, 2012) and all methods were co-designed and co-

facilitated by the A(u)nties (for a description of the A(u)nties see below). Methods were 

intentionally chosen to generate dialogue and learnings with young people from their words, 

insights, and creations. Methods were also chosen to reclaim of the significance of storytelling 

and the immeasurable value of one person’s story. The specific methods used in this study and 

their specific suitability are discussed below in the section entitled Research Process. 

In all methods and activities, storytelling was foundational to uncovering wisdom with 

young people. According to Stroh (2015): 

Telling stories is a powerful way to make of our own experience and of the world around 

us. Stories shape our identity, communicate who we are and what is important to us, and 

move others to act (Chapter 3, Kindle Location 685). 

Throughout the research, we wove together different ways of hosting dialogue and activities in 

an appreciative, circular manner that honors different ways of knowing and being to root us in 
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co-created knowledge and inspire action. Due to utilizing I-YPAR, research was ongoing and 

iterative, producing data/wisdom directly from young people as they participated with the 

research activities and informed the use of methods. 

Project Participants 

This study was conducted in three parts. For part one, I recruited three young people who 

formed a research advisory team named the A(u)ntie Advisory Collective. For part two, I 

recruited 10 young people (including the A(u)nties) who participated in a 1-day experiential 

gathering. All participants were between the ages of 19-29, who currently live in what is now 

called British Columbia, Canada. Participants identified as: (1) born on unceded Coast Salish 

territory, and parents immigrated to Canada from Poland; (2) born in Ontario, living in 

Vancouver. Family is originally from Austria and Germany, and they were Jews who left during 

the Holocaust; (3) born in Burnaby, both parents grew up in Jamaica, dad in  Montego Bay, and 

mom in Kingston; (4) Tsimshian on mother's side and French Canadian on dad's side; (5) born 

and raised in Burnaby on Coast Salish territories and is Italian; (6) born and raised in 

Vancouver and Burnaby Coast Salish territories, comes from two people who immigrated from 

the Philippines and lived in the Philippines for about four years; (7) born and raised here in 

Vancouver on Coast Salish territories mother's side is Gitxsan from Northern BC, dad’s side is 

Italian, super Roman Catholic, and step dad side is Jewish; (8) Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish) and 

Ukrainian and Norwegian; (9) parents are from province in China, they migrated to Peru and 

was born and raised there moved to Vancouver on Coast Salish territory 10 years ago; (10) 

Mowachaht-Muchalaht First Nation and is of Nuu-chah-nulth, Kwakwaka'wak and Tlingit 

ancestry. Participants were both Indigenous and non-Indigenous and although not originally 

intended, all participants identified as women, using she/her pronouns. 
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 Intentionality was placed on the representation of self-identified Indigenous voices in 

this study. This intentionality in Indigenous recruitment is as a result of the commitment of this 

research process to amplify the authentic voices of Indigenous youth, not often represented in 

literature and as an act of reclamation of space in the academy (Korteweg & Bisell, 2016). In 

addition, I recruited two Indigenous young people to be part of the A(u)nties for the research. In 

participant selection, I was also mindful of the intersectional factors including gender, 

background, culture, among others. Finally, for part three, the A(u)nties engaged in a focus 

group. 

Study Conduct 

 Participant recruitment. I employed a purposive and relational approach to sampling 

(Creswell, 2014). Purposive and relational sampling align appropriately with a decolonizing 

methodology and utilization of decolonizing participatory methods (Korteweg & Bissell, 2016). 

In addition, snowball sampling (Creswell, 2012) was utilized through contacts with both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous community organizations that focus on leadership, relevant 

social media channels, and personal e-mail invitation with a video recorded by the A(u)ntie 

Advisory Collective. 

Research process. As per above the research process took place in three parts including 

(1) a co-design with the A(u)nties; (2) a 1-day experiential gathering with participating young 

people; and (3) a post-workshop focus group with the A(u)nties. 

Part one: Co-design with the A(u)nties. A research advisory collective comprised of 

three young people engaged in a full-day co-design and co-development of a workshop (see 

Appendix A for agenda). The day began with an opening circle and relationship building to 

encourage creative means of expressing who we are and where we come from. This activity 
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created a space for connection, trust building, as well as, rooted us in the importance of our 

relational responsibilities to one another while journeying our co-created process (Lahman, 

Geist, Rodriguez, Graglia, & DeRoche, 2011). Building from connection, the young people then 

named their advisory team the A(u)ntie Advisory Collective, the name was intentionally chosen 

to reflect feeling like we are ‘anti’ to the prescriptive and predefined ways of doing things and 

aunties to this research process (cedar) further speaking to the role of being an aunties and the 

responsibility to connect, love, nurture and care for this research process from beginning to end, 

like an auntie does (cedar). The advisory chose the spelling of A(u)ntie to reflect the duality of 

their role and intentionality behind the stewardship of this co-created process. To start our 

relationship off in an intentional way, each traced our hands on a piece of paper and inside wrote 

what each person needed to engage meaningful and what each person could offer the collective 

in the outline of our hands. We then shared with the group and made commitments to one 

another to uphold these promises throughout the research process. From there, we each explored 

our role within the advisory collective and identified collective agreements of working together. 

The A(u)nties were offered the opportunity to amend my original objectives based on 

their own understanding and lived experiences but through dialogue were aligned in the intent of 

our research. They then participated in the research design process that encouraged them to 

choose from different methods and activities of engagement. They were also encouraged to 

create their own or adapt existing methods. I and the A(u)nties met virtually using ZOOM twice 

after our in-person session and before part two of the research process to discuss roles, comfort, 

confirm agenda and check-in with the collective. The A(u)nties communicated over email, 

Facebook messenger and Google Docs to discuss research related questions and dialogues. 

Collectively, we co-designed a 1-day gathering to explore the concept of civic belonging for 
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young people. Methods collectively chosen for the 1-day gathering included: opening circle, 

hand tracing, sticky notes, body mapping, base mapping, free write, narrative métissage, and 

closing circle. These methods are described in detail in part two of the research process. After 

supporting the design of the research, The A(u)nties acted as both co-facilitators and active 

participants for part two of the research gathering, supporting both the process and the harvesting 

of the data. 

Part two: Gathering with participants. Following the above process, ten young people 

engaged in a 1-day experiential gathering to explore a series of questions through creative 

process methods. The workshop began with relationship building activities to connect to one 

another and root us in our collective relational accountability to each other (Smith, 2012). As 

explored by Cammarota and Fine (2010), relationship building is important when working 

alongside young people in order to support agency and reclamation of voice and connection to 

each other and the greater community. Based on the research questions, process, and methods 

designed by the A(u)nties in part one, participants engaged in seven activities.  

Welcome. The day began with a welcome from the A(u)nties to the land, grounding us in 

place and space, and sharing words of history, language and responsibility on the land on which 

we gathered. From there, I went through an overview of our day together and then moved into an 

opening circle to get everyone’s voices in the room. 

Opening circle. The opening circle was not necessarily used as a method to collect 

stories; but instead, served as a ritual to ground young people and facilitators to share their 

stories. Gathering in a circle is an act of ceremony and is of deep importance to my familial 

teachings. As I was taught, “each gathering begins by intentionally opening the circle and 

concludes by intentionally closing the circle” (T. Fraser, personal communication, March 27, 
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2018). Circles were an integral method to honour and create sacred space to bring all voices into 

the room. In the opening circle, participants were invited to share in a one way circle their name, 

who they are, where they come from, how they identify, and what drew them to be a part of this 

research gathering.  

Sticky notes. Once connected, we put four huge pieces of paper around the room with the 

words: belonging is…, civic is…, action is…, civic belonging is…We then asked everyone to 

take a moment to reflect and write on a sticky note in response to the question: How do you 

define each of these terms? We went through the terms one-by-one. Once complete, we read the 

sticky notes from each word and engaged in a dialogue around how these terms were defined and 

described. Young people specifically found the term civic belonging challenging as their 

understanding of the terms ‘civic’ and ‘belonging’ were polar and disconnected and was not a 

term the participating young people identified with. Therefore, we put up a blank piece of paper 

and invited participants to choose a term that replaced the word ‘civic’ to align with the intent of 

our co-created exploration. Young people advocated for the term ‘collective’ and the term 

collective belonging then informed the rest of our exploration and the purpose of this research. 

Body mapping. Body mapping is the process of creating body maps (life-sized human 

body images) using art-based techniques to visually represent aspects of lives (Gastaldo, 

Magalhaes, Carrasco, & Davy, 2012). Often, body mapping is used to tell stories and support 

participants to communicate creatively through a deeper, more reflexive process (Gastaldo et al., 

2012). Typically, this method engages participants to create their own maps; however, in this 

study, one body map was created during the research gathering by all young people, where 

young people collectively created a body map with paint, markers, and magazine cut-outs. The 

body mapping method was used to explore the question: what does it look or feel like to belong? 
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Probes and prompts were used to create a deeper understanding of young people’s insights and 

perspectives. 

 Participants were invited over to a huge life size piece of paper with paint, markers, 

magazine cut outs, pens and other forms of art supplies. They were then invited to trace a body 

on the paper. Participants worked collaboratively to select who would be traced and worked 

together to trace the body of the fellow participants, working on one collaborative map to better 

reflect the experience of the collective. Participants then reflected on a time where they 

experienced belonging and considered what it felt like in the body, what existed, and what was 

around. Participants used mixed materials to draw, dialogue and reflect upon these experiences. 

During this activity, participants expressed appreciation for the ability to articulate and translate 

feelings into a co-created story of belonging. 

Base mapping. Base mapping is an arts-based method that draws on community-mapping 

and other mapping methods (Blanchet-Cohen & Cook, 2005; Currie & Heykoop, 2011; Morrow, 

2001). Base mapping uses a satellite image of a specific landscape to encourage participants to 

reflect on the importance of place. For the research gathering, a base map of an image of the 

lower mainland in BC was explored. To begin the activity, all participating young people were 

asked to silently indicate with a dot sticker spaces and places on the map where they feel like 

they belong. Then, in groups of three to four, a facilitated conversation took place. Prompts for 

small group discussions included: what exists in those places? Why are those places important? 

And why does it matter? To bring the method to a close, all young people gathered and explored 

their learning through a thoughtfully facilitated discussion. 

Since our exploration focused on the exploration of belonging on the unceded lands of 

the land of the xʷməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), and 
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Səl̓ílwətaʔ/Selilwitulh (Tsleil-Waututh) peoples, participating young people were invited to put 

stickers on a large printed aerial survey map of Metro Vancouver. Participants were invited to 

think of a time they felt a sense of belonging to a place or space and each participant took turns 

placing colourful stickers on areas they felt they belonged. If places were outside of the 

photographed area, participants were invited to put their stickers on the edge of the map. 

Participants were invited to do this silently in a circle and were then invited into small groups to 

debrief why they selected certain places and how they contributed to feelings of belonging. 

Free write and narrative métissage. Free writing is a method that encourages participants 

to freely write from their stream of consciousness rather than following prescribed rules of 

grammar, sentence structure, (Hill, 2010; Reeves, 2010; Wagamese, 2016). Free writing lends 

itself to the creative process of narrative métissage by providing a written foundation for people 

to actively interweave their stories by moving from person and individual written reflection to 

sharing within a larger collective, then actively braiding unique pieces of individuality into one.  

Narrative métissage is creative engagement (Bishop, Etmanski, Page, Dominguez, & Heykoop, 

2019; Donald, 2012; Etmanski, Weigler & Wong, 2013) and “a way of merging and blurring 

genres, texts and identities; an active literary stance, political strategy and pedagogical praxis” 

(Chambers, Donald, & Hasebe-Ludt, 2002, para. 1). We used both methods in the research 

gathering in tandem to explore the question: what actions can be taken by young people in 

communities to cultivate collective belonging for current and future generations?  

Participants were first invited to free write for seven minutes to capture their individual 

reflections guided by the question above as their prompt. Once seven minutes concluded, young 

people were invited to review what they had written and select words, phrases or sections they 

were comfortable sharing with the collective. Once selected, each participant wrote their excerpts 
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on a piece of paper and read them aloud. From there, young people were invited to read the 

selected excerpts within the larger group and work together to weave their words into one 

through narrative métissage. The goal was to have one poem that could speak to actions that can 

be taken to cultivate collective belonging for current and future generations. The results of the 

narrative métissage collective poem can be found at both the beginning and end of this thesis. 

Participants then advocated to re-write the poem into a more collective, cohesive poem. This was 

then read aloud, with each person reading their unique contributions.  

Closing circle. We chose to close the day the same way we started - in circle. In the 

closing circle, participants were invited to share their feelings about the day and one or two 

words to capture the essence of their feelings. Participants witnessed one another and each 

person shared their voice into the room before everyone continued on their unique journeys. 

Part three: Post-gathering focus group. Following the gathering, I analyzed the data 

gathered and identified overarching themes. I shared these with the A(u)nties via Google Doc 

(A(u)nties, Personal Communication, February 22, 2020). The A(u)nties were invited to offer 

thoughts, comments, and guidance on the themes.   

Focus group. Focus groups are often used to gather data in qualitative research (Creswell, 

2012). Focus groups can support the generation of knowledge from collective views and allows 

for the exploration of the meanings that lie behind those views (Gill et al., 2008). Specifically, 

for this research we gathered in a virtual focus group, using ZOOM, to discuss the themes to 

ensure they wholly captured their experiences and what they heard from the young people who 

participated. We also discussed any changes that should be made. This focus group took place a 

few weeks after the research gathering and also after the initial thematic analysis. As such, the 

focus group acted as a support to validate findings and build on or clarify when necessary.  
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In addition to validate findings, the focus group also served as a dialogue to explore 

potential ideas to identify participants in this thesis document in a way that supported anonymity 

but was also aligned with our overall methodology. It also provided an opportunity to discuss 

potential recommended calls to action as a result of our collective findings. 

Data harvesting. With informed assent and consent, all parts of the study were audio and 

video recorded. I transcribed all audio files and reviewed the video files for non-verbal 

contributions and added them to the transcripts to ensure the transcripts reflect as accurately as 

possible to participants’ intentions. Additionally, all creative products were digitally copied 

(photographed with participant permission), along with descriptions provided by participants. 

Copyright for all creative products remains with the participants, and I discussed with each 

participant if and how they would want their creative products to be shared. All data collected 

were securely stored in a password protected hard drive. 

Data Analysis and Validity 

Data analysis. As described above, the initial analysis of the data took place in phase two 

and three of the study, engaging participants to gather their own thoughts, experiences, and 

stories into themes (Connolly, 2003). Building from this knowledge, I took a 10-day intentional 

retreat on Treaty 7 territory, lands of the Stoney Nakoda, Blackfoot, and Tsuut’ina Nations, to sit 

with, honour and witness the stories, the wisdom, the data. In this time, I experienced growth as a 

researcher, questioned my own worthiness and felt a deep responsibility to produce good work, 

this in turn prioritized my sense of responsibility to ensure this data was honoured and analyzed 

with utmost rigor.  

Specifically, I conducted a thematic analysis (Van Manen,1990), where I coded and 

themed all data generated in the study including transcripts, creative products and personal field 
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notes. To conduct this analysis, I looked with intention for patterns within the data, while also 

looking for outliers (Marshall & Rossmann, 2014). Analysis was done manually and supported 

by Dedoose, a qualitative, cloud-based data analysis platform which facilitates the coding and 

analysis of qualitative data. 

Rigor and trustworthiness. To hold space for the intentionality of rigor and 

trustworthiness of this research process, I worked closely alongside the A(u)ntie Advisory 

Collective and participating young people. As such, participating young people conducted the 

initial analysis, therefore, directly influencing whether or not their understandings of their 

experiences are appropriately and accurately articulated and allow for further knowledge co-

creation within the analysis process (Wilson, 2008). Supplementary precautions included 

detailed field notes and recordings, verification with research participants, and data triangulation 

(i.e., findings generated by different methods were compared to help ensure accuracy and avoid 

misinterpretation and biases). Finally, as a researcher, I demonstrated an element of reflexivity in 

my practice (i.e., creative journaling) (Creswell, 2014). 

Ethical Implications 

Relational ethics. The teaching of all my relations, as I have been taught, highlights our 

deep and inextricable interconnectedness to all that is. All my relations is the deep individual and 

collective understanding that everything is in relationship with all that surrounds us.  All my 

relations is expressed through the acknowledgement, honouring and responsibility of our 

interconnections – to each other, to land, to water and all living and non-living things, to the 

Ancestors, and to generations to come.  All my relations acknowledges the full web of 

relationships of our ancestors, of our right now, as well of relationships that may not have come 

to pass (Turcotte & Schiffer, 2014).  As an Indigenous researcher, my understanding of all my 
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relations reflects our profound collective relatedness, our exquisite life-giving connectedness, 

and our breathtaking capacity to hold pain and trauma, and share and experience, joy, wisdom, 

and resilience. Four Arrows (2008) says, “Indigenous ways of learning have always been about 

the inner journey that respects intuition, spirituality, artfulness, interconnectedness, Mother 

Earth, and situated experience as the ultimate ‘primary resources’ for ‘data’” (p. 5). Building 

from the teaching of all my relations, relational ethics refer to the inevitable interconnections and 

responsibilities that I have to the people in my research, and my obligation to uphold and respect 

ethical action (Ellis, 2007) to honour the rights of these people (Lahman et al., 2011). This also 

includes honouring myself in the research process and requires me to exercise self-reflexivity 

throughout by integrating rituals and practices through creative processes. To support all those 

involved in this research journey, I ensured that my relational responsibilities to myself and all 

my relations were at the forefront of this research process and acted as a guiding compass to our 

co-created work. 

Power relations. Power imbalances may be in existence between the participants and 

myself as a researcher and between young people themselves based on age, gender, privilege, 

and role in the research (e.g., the A(u)nties). To bridge these potential power imbalances, I made 

every effort to ensure the participants understood the purpose of the research and the importance 

of their voice and their experiences while doing my best to be impartial when presenting ideas 

throughout the process, rooting us in the land and the knowledge that we are all connected to one 

another and the process we are in co-creation of. YPAR has the potential to help mitigate power 

imbalances and empower participants and while supporting them in understanding their control 

and agency over the research (Reason & Bradbury, 2008). In addition, as a researcher I shared 
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information about myself, to help establish trust and demonstrate meaningful relational 

reciprocity with the participating young people. 

Role as a researcher. As a researcher, my role was to ensure this study is rigorous, 

relational, trustworthy, and an accurate and appropriate reflection of the participants’ 

understanding of their own experiences (Creswell, 2014). I have a responsibility to remain 

conscious to the fact that I was an active research participant and actively contributed to the 

research process and the outcomes. As a result, I remained critically reflexive and mindful of any 

inherent biases. As I journeyed through this research process, I brought years of lived experience 

working with and alongside young people in a variety of local and national contexts, including 

working with the ResiliencebyDesign (RbD) Research Innovation Lab at RRU on child and 

youth centered research projects. Throughout this research journey I followed the principles, 

approaches and best practices of leading researchers, practitioners, and knowledge holders on 

working alongside young people. Additionally, my research was fully supported by (1) 

ResiliencebyDesign Research Innovation Lab at RRU; and (2) my Research Committee – Dr. 

Cheryl Heykoop, Dr. Robin Cox, and Rebeccah Nelems, all of whom have extensive experience 

working with children and young people in a variety of contexts. 

Personal safety and wellbeing. The nature of this research explores facets of identity, 

relationship, connectedness, culture, and self. As these topics are deeply interwoven and 

interconnected to one's own lived experiences and ways in which I identify is critical to hold 

space for the potential risks to my health and safety this research posed. I am aware of these risks 

and sought safe and brave spaces from key sources (e.g., personal counsellor, wisdom keepers, 

elders) to ensure that my health and safety is held in mind. As an intentional measure, I      
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journaled throughout the research process and identified a community to debrief with including 

my Supervisor and Research Committee. 

Compliance with ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical considerations were   

respected, the research complied with the Royal Roads University, Request for Ethical Review 

for Research Involving Humans (2014) and the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct 

for Research Involving Humans (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and 

Engineering Research Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

of Canada, 2014). This research process honoured my ethical responsibilities to relational ethics 

and relational validity (Wilson, 2008) and integrated OCAP Principles and Chapter 9 of the 

TCPS2. 

Do no harm. Indigenous researchers make research political simply by being who we 

are” (Kovach, 2010, p. 46). The very nature of conducting research within a decolonizing 

methodological framework, as an Indigenous researcher, alongside other Indigenous change 

makers within itself creates challenges of operating within Western academic institutions, norms 

and protocols. The largest challenge at the outset of my project lies within the complexity 

associated with the concept of research alongside Indigenous peoples due to a history lacking 

consent, imbalance of reciprocity and extraction that has resulted in harm. It is critical that this 

research process committed to improving existing conditions with action (Etmanski, Dawson & 

Hall, 2014) and took intentional precaution to do no harm. Cultural components were considered 

such as ceremonial practices, witnessing, circle protocols when gathering. As a mitigation 

strategy to ensure no harm was caused or triggers arose during the gathering, there was one      

Indigenous Focusing Oriented Therapy (IFOT) in Complex Trauma coach present to support if 
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needed. In addition, an elder was present for the duration of the day, guiding the process, sharing 

wisdom and holding in mind her active role as a witness. 

Informed consent. At every phase of the project, ongoing consent was obtained to 

ensure that no concerns remain unaddressed. Consent for youth is critical to have their voices 

heard, acknowledged, and for them to understand more fully their participation in the research. 

We engaged in an oral consent process through meaningful dialogue and to build trust and center 

relational ways.  Youth appropriate consent process was designed to ensure the practices and 

processes was authentic, appropriate, supportive, and respectful of protocols and practices for all 

young people involved in the research. 

Confidentiality and anonymity. Given the participatory nature of the research, 

confidentiality was dependent upon the commitment of participants to respect confidentiality, 

and anonymity cannot be guaranteed. As a result, I discussed the concepts of confidentiality and 

anonymity with all participants in rich detail. In an aim to protect the privacy of the participants, 

names and other means of participant identification were removed from data and confidentiality 

of the data were maintained in the analysis and presentations of the study. To honour the wisdom 

shared by participating young people throughout the research, the A(u)ntie Advisory Collective 

gathered to discuss how participants could be identified. We explored using numbers, trees, 

flowers, languages and decided to name ten things that make up a community, to demonstrate the 

unique qualities and deep importance of each.  

Building on this, we then identified each young person as a medicine to honour the 

medicine they brought to this process. These included: strawberry, water, eucalyptus, lavender, 

sweetgrass, fire, feather, cedar, sun and sage.  Through the research process participants were 

developing creative products and they were given choice and a platform about how they want 
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their stories shared. Through the research process, I also reiterated that if participants share 

anything that compromises their safety, I have a duty to report it; although these instances did 

not occur. 
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Chapter 4: Learnings 

In this chapter, I present seven core learnings that emerged from the analysis of the wisdom 

generated by the ten young people involved in this work:  

1. Belonging is Connection to Self, to Place, To Freedom;  

2. Belonging Exists Within Us, Around us and Between us;  

3. Belonging is Relationship to Land;  

4. Words Matter: Shifting from Civic to Collective;  

5. Collective Belonging is Connectedness without Bounds; 

6. Gathering: Relations through Food, Language and Culture; 

7. Cultivating Collective Belonging for Current and Future Generations. 

The seven learnings of this work unearth understandings of belonging that in some ways 

radicalize Western conceptions of belonging that are consistent with Indigenous thinkers in the 

realm of feminist and queer ways of knowing, such as Starblanket and Stark (2018) and Wilson 

and Laing (2019), the learnings generated from the young people in this work call for a radical 

shift of collectivity, resurgence and connection. All of these learnings were reviewed and further 

acknowledged and validated by the A(u)nties through a virtual focus group. 

It is important to note that to meet the requirements of the thesis structure, the themes 

presented in this chapter are listed and organized in a linear and numeric format. That being said, 

it is equally as important to note that that the wisdom that emerged from the young people and 

correlating themes and subthemes are of a deeply interconnected and interrelated nature.  As the 

process of identifying themes can feel reductionist in nature and counter some of my 

fundamental Indigenous teachings of a circular, interconnected and non-linear way of knowledge 

translation, I have woven pieces of a narrative métissage collective poem created by young 
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people throughout. These pieces of narrative métissage highlight the interconnected oneness and 

amplify the voices of the wisdom keepers. They serve as a reminder of our responsibility to 

acknowledge the unique and interconnected role and relationship the themes have to one another. 

In this chapter, the wisdom of young people is presented in italics. Rather than using 

numbers or pseudonyms to identify participant contributions, I have instead used the terms: 

strawberry, water, eucalyptus, lavender, sweetgrass, fire, feather, cedar, sun, and sage. These 

terms were selected by the A(u)ntie Advisory Collective as a way to honour the wisdom shared 

by participating young people throughout the research and the medicines they brought to the 

research process. 

1. Belonging is Connection: to Self, to Place, to Freedom 

“Free yourself. Be yourself. Heal yourself.” (narrative métissage collective poem, 2020, section 

7 & 8) 

Young people shared that belonging is rooted in connection; a connection to self, others, 

a place, a people, a community, a memory, or a feeling. Young people felt strongly that feelings, 

places, and spaces that invite you to exist as a whole being, supporting freedom, choice, and 

movement without restrictions or bounds is how they understand and experience belonging; a 

state of connectedness with autonomy. 

Connection. Through group dialogue, young people (n=10) shared that their 

understanding and experience of belonging was found in times when they felt connection; 

connection to self, place, people, memories, land, food, and culture. For example, through a body 

mapping activity where participants mapped where and how they experience belonging in their 

bodies, one participant drew arms hugging the body (see Appendix B) sharing that connection 

can feel like a warm hug. They described the warm hug as… a warm fuzzy feeling of comfort and 
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safety (sweetgrass). Other young people described connection as feeling respected, valued, safe, 

and accepted. They highlighted that being connected supports their learning, growing, and 

exploring without fear of scrutiny. One youth shared that belonging feels like experiences or 

moments in time with people and environments (sage). Others shared, connection is gathering 

[…] at the dining table, or just whenever people gather [with] food, which then for me, there's a 

sense of belonging, or at least like opens the door feeling like I am connected and belong (fire). 

Through an exercise of mapping physical places where they belong on maps of Metro 

Vancouver, young people highlighted the importance of multiple means of connection that 

supported a sense of belonging. For example, connection within it's like you have that connection 

and that that's a deep connection- we all come from a place of interconnectedness, connection to 

place sense of belonging, that sense of place is so important (sage), or people also thinking about 

when I say people, it's very special people really create that sense of belonging (lavender). 

Connection with self, place, people, memories, land, food, and culture were found at the root of 

belonging through multiple activities, highlighting their inextricable role in how young people 

experience and understand belonging. A(u)nties validated that this theme was important 

supporting the notion that our many forms of connection is what can support us in the things that 

matter most. 

Whole self. Young people also shared that a sense of belonging supports us to be our 

whole self and exist as a whole being. Young people expressed that being able to be authentic, 

imperfect, curious, and vulnerable are integral to be one’s whole self and feel a sense of 

belonging. During the body mapping activity, young people (n=10) shared that places and spaces 

where they could learn, be curious, and question and explore their own beliefs, and ways of 

being in the world openly cultivated a sense of self and belonging. However, through dialogue, 
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young people (n=10) also shared the power and sometimes struggle of being true to self. One 

young person shared, I just could be myself right and generally we don't capture authenticity a 

feeling that you can exist as exactly yourself being who you really are, we think of the concept of 

bringing your whole self and like the authenticity, the vulnerability-the real you (feather). In 

particular, they spoke to the clear distinction of fitting in and belonging. For instance, one youth 

shared, if I can fit in I belong, but is that really true if you're not true to yourself, but then […] 

it's about cultivating spaces and fostering spaces where people feel like they can be themselves, 

not just fit in, because if you're just fitting in, you're not actually you in a place where you can 

belong. So even if you feel like other people accept you, it's not actually who you are (fire) and 

feeling free to be authentic in the place where you are while interacting in community 

(eucalyptus) is integral to experiencing or fostering belonging. Through dialogue, young people 

(n=10) shared the power, importance and struggles of being one’s whole self, being authentic, 

being vulnerable, being yourself while interacting in community and navigating spaces to 

question, learn and explore beliefs, ways of being and your most authentic self. 

Freedom. In addition to being one’s true self, young people also shared the importance 

of freedom to one’s sense of belonging. Specifically, young people (n=10) highlighted how 

freedom, choice, autonomy, and power over their own decisions contributes to a sense of 

belonging. This subtheme of freedom is the embodiment and enactment of the agency 

established through the previous subthemes of connection and whole self. In the body mapping 

activity exploring how young people experience belonging in their/our bodies, two young people 

simultaneously drew fire at the feet (see Appendix B).  To them, fire represented the importance 

of being grounded and free to be one’s self: A fire in your feet to move as well as the idea of 

when you feel grounded you can draw up energy from the earth and that kind of drawing up the 
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freedom to move as well as this feeling of being grounded (lavender). They highlighted how 

connecting to belonging, there's a real sense of ease, like there's no tension of like trying to add 

mold or, or like change yourself, you can be free (strawberry). Young people (n=10) described 

that environments that support a sense of belonging also honour their personalities, beliefs, and 

modes of self-expression. Young people often made references to ‘fitting in’ conversely to being 

authentic. For instance, one youth described, people are, just say what they want and, you know, 

just stay up and be loud here for example, you have to be a little bit more sterile, to fit in. And it's 

not as acceptable to be as expressive and to actually be yourself without bounds. So I feel like it's 

a really rare but true-the true being yourself without bounds (eucalyptus). Young people (n=10) 

expressed how freedom to be, move, stay, express, believe and connect are integral to being 

one’s whole self, being able to connect and thus being able to belong. 

2. Belonging Exists Within Us, Around Us and Between Us 

“Feel deeply. Love fiercely.” (narrative métissage collective poem, 2020, section 14) 

Young people experienced and expressed a tension of the dual reality of belonging; that it 

exists both within ourselves and is influenced by external factors. They explained that you can 

experience a sense of belonging within (self) and belonging can also be experienced through 

interactions within and between structures such as family, community, institution, and, systems 

(external). Our relationship with self and the structures within, around and between us can 

influence and/or impede our ability to feel a sense of belonging. 

Internal and external belonging. In defining and describing the term belonging, young 

people (n=10) shared that belonging can be a state of belonging within (sweetgrass) something 

that can be achieved regardless [of] your external environments (strawberry). Young people 

shared that this state can be cultivated by spaces to explore self, relationship to self and believing 
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in [my]self (water). Young people went on to share that belonging also exists when they can 

[feel] a connection that was bigger than [them] (cedar). Further, young people distinguished that 

while a sense of belonging is cultivated within, we live within systems [that] we can't really 

escape (feather) highlighting that many systems in which young people interact with are systems 

that make people feel like we don’t or can’t belong we're created for that reason and we live 

within those systems (water). Young people spoke to both the internal and external factors, facets 

and realities of belonging- acknowledging and distinguishing the role that the internal (self) and 

external (outside of self) play in fostering a sense of belonging. 

 Tensions of navigating belonging and freedom. Although young people (n=10) 

acknowledged the tension between internal (self) and external (outside of self) factors that can 

foster and/or impede a sense of belonging, young people emphasized the tension of individuality, 

collectivity and the inevitability of both- that we cannot avoid ourselves nor can we avoid 

interacting within systems. Through dialogue, one young person highlighted systems are lacking 

the ability to create the collectivity while also focusing on the individual is like you can be 

exactly who you need to be but you also need to work with other people because that's just how 

the world works (feather). The tension of navigating belonging within self and within systems 

speaks to the tension of worthiness that young people describe as the most extremes of belonging 

is never having to question your existence or your worthiness and the most opposite extreme is 

like constantly having to question whether you're worthy […] whether your existence is worthy 

enough (strawberry). Young people highlighted that the internal practice or cultivation of 

belonging is brought into question when around people, environments, structures and institutions 

that questions their worthiness. One youth capture this beautifully in sharing often, you know… 

retired white male homeowners who like feels like they're worthy, like their voice is really worthy 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

52 

and they need to be heard. Whereas often communities that have been historically marginalized 

and oppressed, that have to fight to have a seat at the table and that, but there's something about 

definitely as we explored identity is so connected to belonging underneath here to think about it. 

In a broader system, like there's only so much that we can cultivate in ourselves until we start to 

run into those blockades (strawberry) of like, Yeah, really oppressive systems that have been 

around for centuries that dictate how and where we belong (water). Throughout, young people 

highlighted their lived experiences of this tension of internal (self) and external (outside of self) 

belonging. The reality of cultivating belonging within self brings about tension when the 

inevitability of needing to exist or interact within systems that question a young person’s 

worthiness. 

3. Belonging is Relationship to Land 

“Above so much, future generations need the land. Belonging sits in the natural laws of the land. 

All my relations.” (narrative métissage collective poem, 2020, section 2,3,8,18,) 

Young people highlighted that connection to land/nature was inextricably connected to 

feelings of belonging. In particular, they shared that nature/land was the only physical space 

where young people experienced belonging that did not involve other people. They highlighted 

how feelings of disconnection with self were often a result of a disconnection from land.  

 Land/nature. In the activity mapping physical locations on the lands (now known as 

Vancouver), young people (n=10) overwhelming shared about the role of land or nature in their 

experiences, understandings, and reflections around belonging. Young people shared that being 

connected to nature feels so much more at peace (eucalyptus) and supports connection to self, 

their surroundings, and others. Linked to the previous theme of connection, young people shared 

the importance of land/nature to feel a sense of freedom, without judgment, to be their self, and 
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belong. For example, one young person shared how they felt a sense of freedom in natural 

spaces […] I think it actually connects a lot to what we were talking about earlier about the non-

judgment, right like it's hard to exist in some places because people are judging or people have 

motives and there is none of that in nature, the land doesn’t judge you or want you to be 

something different than what you are (cedar). Throughout the activities, young people spoke to 

their similar, interconnected and unique relationships to land and nature, one youth highlighted 

how relationship to land and nature is integral to identity and is interconnectedness with mother 

earth, water and the environment. So that that's where all our songs come from. That's where 

our regalia comes from. That's where all our teachings come from (sage).  It was evident through 

conversations with young people that land plays an inextricable role in experiencing a sense of 

belonging. 

Water. In addition to the important relationship of land to young people’s sense of 

belonging, young people highlighted the specific, important, and distinct role of water to 

belonging. One young person shared the rivers and moving water in the sense that water starts at 

the glaciers and makes its way to the ocean and the movement of it and […] kind of the 

vulnerability and the generosity it gives… an elder was once telling me that water never asks 

anything to move, like if there's rocks in the river, the water is going to move around and move 

beside it, it's never going to ask the rock to move .. it welcomes it in and holds it and keeps going 

(cedar).  

This quote highlights how the roles and teachings of water are different than those of land 

and groundedness, where water can model how to adapt and to how to exist alongside others 

without asking us or them to change. Through dialogue young people shared the following 

quotes about the importance of water: I need to look by a body of water… there's something 
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about the ocean that's is different… there's something more powerful (water). Another young 

person shared how in times of struggle, water can provide comfort sharing I got out of the car 

and like smelling the salt of the ocean, I immediately started crying because it just meant like the 

world to me to be out in, in nature and experiencing the place that I belong (lavender) or how it 

can demonstrate and model how to be fully yourself the ocean air like it, I don't know, it feels 

like kind of like the warm hug thing. You know, you can feel vulnerable and you can be in a place 

where you can be just be you (feather). In the body mapping exercise, young people shared how 

water is a reminder of our interconnection with ourselves and the land sharing there is something 

evolutionary, being near waters, humans need fresh water to survive and our body is like 70% 

water. I always think of how our body is like 70% water and how the earth is 70% water and our 

bodies are just like mini Earth's and how water is just reflections of ourselves (cedar).  

Throughout our research young people expressed the distinct and powerful role of water in our 

experiences of belonging, where water symbolizes and mirrors our connection to earth. 

4. Words Matter: Shifting from Civic to Collective 

 “Create communities. Uplift one another. Celebrate- together.” (narrative métissage collective 

poem, 2020, section 5,6, & 11) 

The word ‘civic’ was mindfully chosen for this research, both as part of the original 

research topic (civic belonging), and as a term to explore through the original questions about 

notions of youth engagement (i.e. civic engagement, youth civic engagement etc.). The term 

civic was explored, defined, and discussed at length with participating young people in this 

research. Young people defined ‘civic’ as a distinct place or structure, disconnected and human-

centered with the ability to exist in isolation. Further, they experienced ‘civic belonging’ as being 

accepted into systems, structures of communities but unnatural. Participating young people felt 
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the word ‘civic’ was misaligned with belonging, and advocate that the word ‘collective’ would 

be a more holistic and aligned term with belonging, representing a whole, interconnected, action-

oriented and boundless concept of belonging that included all our relations. 

Civic. According to young people involved in this research exploration, the term ‘civic’ 

is about structures and processes that conform and constrain aspects of identity, place and 

human-centered structures. Through an activity of defining terms, young people (n=10) 

understood and defined civic in a range of ways including: a mutually understood structure of 

being and acting (eucalyptus); people built places (water) such as a cement building 

(sweetgrass); as kind of sanitized (cedar), defined, and prescriptive; and always been attached to 

citizenship (sun). Further, young people shared that the term civic was connected to feelings or 

understandings of what you're supposed to be doing (sun), and commented that civic doesn't feel 

like there's much love there like it doesn't feel like there's any human aspect of it even though it 

involves people (feather). Lastly, a major theme that arose in the exploration of the word civic, 

concerned the human-centric nature of the word civic: civic is just so human centered and the 

idea of community is never just humans it's involves so many different beings and relationships… 

and the idea of civic, just feels like it kind of makes humans think that we can live without all of 

that, which is not true (cedar). Throughout this discussion, young people expressed how the term 

‘civic’ is not congruent with belonging and limits our ability to experience and understand 

systems, processes, structures and communities that can foster belonging. The A(u)nties also 

emphasized the importance of recognizing all voices, that some young people had different 

experiences and understandings of civic than others and that the inclusivity of all perspectives, 

not just the most prominent, was vital to dialogue around notions of civic.  
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Civic belonging. Recognizing the misalignment of the terms civic and belonging, young 

people then sought to define civic belonging. Specifically, they explored and defined civic 

belonging as unknown, entrenched external forces (eucalyptus); very place based (water) 

human-built or designed places. Young people highlighted that for them ‘civic belonging’ is for 

citizens of a specific place and creating spaces where all citizens feel they belong, feel 

comfortable and in spaces or navigating spaces (water) or feeling supported and accepted within 

designated /official systems and structures (lavender). Further, young people spoke to how the 

term felt narrow as it related solely to shared power, opportunity, and responsibility (eucalyptus) 

of humans stating how the idea of civic belonging is kind of naive in the sense that it makes us 

think that as humans, we can live just with ourselves and with humans. But in reality, we need all 

the animals and we need all the plants that make up a community. Because like in my 

community, when we say we never just involves all the animals and plants like it's never just 

talking about human beings, involves everyone because the land is part of our community 

(cedar).  Through the exploration of the term ‘civic belonging’ young people found it formal, 

narrow and challenging to connect and define a term that had stark differences in nature, again 

highlighting the problematic idea of human-centered terms or notions in connection with 

belonging. Recognizing this, young people suggested that the term collective belonging would be 

more appropriate and reflective of context. 

5. Collective Belonging is Connectedness Without Bounds 

“Where are you trying to belong to? (narrative métissage collective poem, 2020, section 1) 

Young people co-created the term collective belonging to exemplify the inherent 

interconnection, reciprocity, and action that can support both individuality and connectivity 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

57 

without impeding their freedom. In particular, young people expressed that collective belonging 

is needed as a result of young people increasingly identifying as part of multiple communities. 

Collective belonging. In moving away from the terms civic and civic belonging, young 

people (n=10) were guided through an activity to choose a new term that felt aligned with their 

understand of a more collective sense of belonging. Through the exercise, young people 

advocated for the concept of collective belonging. Young people shared that communities are so 

structure based (feather) and that young people can belong to so many different communities 

(sun) whether it be communities of culture, language, land, gender, sexuality or familial. Further, 

young people highlighted how ‘collective’ was not restrictive to the bounds of a specific place or 

‘civic association’ speaking to how reciprocity is kind of embedded within [the term] collective 

(cedar). One young person described it as lots of dots with lots of lines [that has] a lot of 

reciprocity embedded in it (strawberry). Young people felt the term collective belonging shows 

you have that responsibility for the circle (cedar), a term young people felt was reflective of 

being rooted in action, shared and could foster individuality with collectiveness (feather). Lastly, 

they highlighted that collective belonging requires diversity of thought, positionality and way of 

being not just having a dominant group designing everything […] not just me or not just people 

like me, but this intentionality for a greater collective (water).   

Young people advocated for the term collective belonging in order to allow for a more 

fulsome, action-oriented, reciprocal, inclusive, diverse and boundless exploration, they expressed 

the need for a term that represented individuality with collectiveness in acknowledgement of 

how young people are increasingly belonging to a multitude of communities. A(u)nties 

suggested that perhaps this idea of ‘collective belonging’ could encourage further civic 

engagement if collective belonging was integrated into existing prescriptive or pre-defined civic 
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spaces. Although it is important to explore how we define, experience and understand collective 

belonging, young people also discussed the importance of exploring how we can act, cultivate, 

and nurture collective belonging for current and future generations. 

6. Gathering: Relations through Food, Language, and Culture(s) 

“Create new tables. Hold space for each other. Kapwa.” (narrative métissage collective poem, 

2020, section 10,12 &16) 

In moving from exploring how we define, experience and understand collective 

belonging, we then shifted our exploration into how we can act, cultivate and nurture collective 

belonging for current and future generations. Young people shared that gathering to share 

culture, language, and food is a means of bridge building to the larger collective. They expressed 

the importance of food as it draws us back to place and is inextricably connected to land- land 

you are on now, where you are from, where others are from or where your ancestors are from as 

a means of starting relations on how to cultivate collective belonging moving forward. 

Culture(s). Through dialogue and a narrative métissage activity, young people explored 

the importance of culture to cultivate collective belonging for current and future generations. 

Specifically, young people shared about the important role of cultures in gathering, connecting 

and building bridges amongst themselves, each other and the greater collective. sharing cultures 

plural because a lot of times we see very certain ideas of what culture is and how it should be 

represented… we need to sort of broaden to different cultures (water) a way to do this is to make 

sure that  everyone's voice is heard [in my teachings] we make sure everyone is cared for and we 

make sure when people come and insert their own teachings on a territory,  on a land that… 

holds its own teaching… it doesn't work in that same way. And so always keeping in mind that 

the environment and where this is happening, is happening on a place that has had really 
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beautiful teachings that have been like stomped on…we're all trying to come back to this 

belonging place. And belonging has been here since the beginning of time (cedar). Another 

young person highlighted in a sense especially in our [dominant] culture, whereas like going 

back home to Jamaica, such a different culture, and people just say what they want …just stay up 

and be loud…here for example, you have to be a little bit more sterile, to be to fit in and not it's 

not as acceptable to be as expressive and to actually be yourself without bounds (eucalyptus).  In 

an activity of writing, self-reflection and group dialogue, young people (n=6) expressed how 

integral the role of culture is to fostering collective belonging. Through dialogue it was 

emphasized that cultural teachings and historical context play a role our ability to show up as our 

whole selves, to be authentic and to cultivate relational connection our uniqueness. 

Food and language. In addition to culture, young people (n=6) spoke to the role and 

importance of food in building connections with themselves and others. Specifically, they 

highlighted how food is a way to build bridges, connections and good relations. Young people 

shared that food is a way to connect us to land where we are or where we come from, one young 

person shared there's one celebration to celebrate Mother Earth, the Pachamama…we cook all 

the food in the earth, like we cover all the food, and it's a barbecue in the soil.. that sense of 

community and belonging, really celebrating mother earth… it's all rooted in love (sun). One 

young person shared the learning that can come from sharing a meal and learning the teachings 

of a place, space and people through food for my community we make sure that like everyone has 

eaten before we were fed, like all the guests, whoever travels, the furthest to come to our 

gathering is like eats first, you know, and it's like these teachings that we live by (cedar) or how 

in the Philippines you put all the food in the middle of the table and everyone just uses their 

hands and engages with each other (fire).  Others shared the role of language and reclaiming 
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language (cedar). One young person shared how [their] grandmother has an Austrian accent and 

said the only place she feels like she really belongs in Austria… because people have the same 

accent there (water). Another young person spoke to how young Indigenous leaders in her 

community, relearning and reclaiming their language asked if you could time traveled at any 

point in time, what would you choose? And almost everyone in my class chose a time where 

everyone here was Squamish and spoke the language…everyone wishes we could go back to a 

time that everyone spoken language (cedar). Young people highlighted the importance of food 

and exploration and/or reclamation of language can support us in gathering, learning, connecting 

and fostering spaces of collective belonging. 

7. Cultivating Collective Belonging for Current and Future Generation 

“Rise up. Reconnect. Learn & Educate. Action is in dialogue.” (narrative métissage collective 

poem,2020, section 4,13) 

Young people shared learning and unlearning from one another, celebrating differences 

and intergenerational dialogue support the cultivation of belonging for current and future 

generations. They highlighted the importance of breaking down judgements, creating new 

narratives and supporting freedom, choice and agency as vital in our collective path forward. 

Action. A large component of this research was to explore what actions can be taken to 

cultivate collective belonging for current and future generations. In addition to this important 

intent, through defining the term collective belonging young people (n=10) stated that action is 

inherent and foundational to collective belonging and cannot be viewed as something separate, 

disconnected or fractionated. Acknowledging and honouring the importance of action to the 

concept of belonging- young people defined action and explored how to cultivate and nurture 

collective belonging for current and future generations. 
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Through an activity of defining terms followed by group dialogue, young people (n=10) 

defined and described action as a movement, transformation, tangible empowerment of thoughts 

affecting something (sun), influencing people places policy (sweetgrass)  manifesting or as an 

impactful expression of internal conscious or unconscious feeling wants and desires 

(eucalyptus). Through dialogue, young people (n=10) spoke to the cultivation of collective 

belonging, one participant described this as always start[ing] within…personally and then it 

transforms into action within a bigger context in terms of action, right like transformation, it's 

within yourself before it transforms or it's before it's acted upon in a bigger setting…and I feel 

like that doesn't get talked about enough (cedar). Young people highlighted that the foundation 

of collective belonging has action, movement and reciprocity embedded within it and is not 

something separate but does begin first within ourselves. 

Learning and unlearning. In discussing how collective belonging can be cultivated, 

young people (n=6) highlighted learning and unlearning as vital actions. Some shared that 

learning and education is so important for individual and societal level of growth (eucalyptus) to 

build skills, knowledge and resilience and navigating difficult situations and conversations, 

especially intergenerationally because action is a dialogue (sun).  Others highlighted the role of 

unlearning, changing, and moving away from current realities, standards, norms and systems. 

Through group dialogue, one young person shared that chang[ing] rigid structures of conformity 

to openness and collectivity (eucalyptus)  and empowering those voices that haven't historically 

felt like they belong at the table or have the ability to actually speak or make change and like 

creating sessions like this where people are […] have something to say because […] 

marginalized groups haven't historically had the same support to speak…so just creating spaces 

where other people are more empowered to join and influence those structures (water). Young 
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people spoke to the deep need for collective understanding without understanding, there is no 

knowledge…. there are just cracks…so understanding as in…knowing the history and like just 

knowing the full picture (eucalyptus). One young person shared  it’s important to create new 

tables rather than bringing people to the table because diversity doesn't equal belonging 

(eucalyptus) and that we cannot act from a place of challenge or telling people they are wrong  

as there is power in the disagreement, which just means that we're talking to each other and that 

there's a need for dialogue intergenerationally to learning so holding space for each other as 

little an be done working in silos (sun).  

Through dialogue with young people, the need for learning and unlearning as a key 

action to cultivating collective belonging for current and future generations was reinforced, re-

iterating that learning is how we grow, unlearning is how we change existing systems and 

structures that have historically oppressed voices and transform 

 Remembering and celebrating. Finally, through group dialogue and the co-creation of 

the narrative métissage poem, young people (n=6) spoke to the power of remembering our role 

and responsibility as ancestors and celebration as core components to cultivating collective 

belonging for current and future generations. Young people shared the following comments 

related to this multigenerational focus we cannot know how to be good ancestors without first 

understanding our own ancestors and their impact in their decisions and actions (eucalyptus),  

we need to hold space for each other (feather), create networks and uplift one another (sage) and 

to celebrate the ups and downs together (feather). They spoke to ways of doing this by talking 

through challenges without judgement (feather), being reminded to value other human beings 

(cedar), and practice mindfulness, appreciation, gratitude, kindness, encouragement, love and 

support (sage).  In the co-creation of how we cultivate collective belonging for current and future 
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generations, young people (n=6) highlighted how important it is to acknowledge past, present, 

future- how we have a responsibility to understand our ancestors and collective history while 

also holding in mind future generations. Young people also highlighted how vital celebration, 

kindness, gratitude, love, support and encouragement is part of what will help us achieve a sense 

of collective belonging- an equal understanding of our responsibilities for collective truth and for 

collective joy. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion of Conclusions and Calls to Action 

I could hand you a braid of sweetgrass, as thick and shining as the plait that hung down 

my grandmothers back. But it is not mine to give, nor yours to take. Wiingaashk belongs 

to herself. So I offer, in its place, a braid of stories meant to heal our relationship with the 

world […] It is an intertwining of science, spirit and story - old stories and new ones that 

can be medicine for our broken relationship with earth, a pharmacopoeia of healing 

stories that allow us to imagine a different relationship, in which people and land are 

good medicine for each other (Kimmerer, 2013). 

In this chapter, much like my teachings of braiding sweetgrass, I aim to braid three 

distinct yet interconnected strands - perspectives and insights of young people, my own voice, 

and scholarship - into one. Specifically, I interweave the study findings, relevant literature, and 

my own insights and voice to discuss my study conclusions and articulate calls to action 

emerging from this study. It is important to acknowledge that initially this research set out to 

explore the concept of civic belonging leading to civic action; however, during the research 

process it became clear that the term ‘civic belonging’ did not resonate with participating young 

people. Therefore, after their recommendation and advocacy, we explored the concept of 

collective belonging, a term co-created by young people, and its role in collective action. 

Recognizing the shift in language used to align with what was most authentic, appropriate, and 

adaptable to the requests of the young we have opted to present overarching research conclusions 

rather than discussing each conclusion in direct response to particular sub-questions. 

Reflecting on the wisdom that emerged through our research process and the relevant 

literature explored, this study presents three conclusions: 
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1.  Conclusion 1: Create spaces for young people to be their authentic selves and connect 

with others; 

2.  Conclusion 2: Remember, recognize, and re-integrate connection to land; and 

3.  Conclusion 3: Cultivate collective belonging in youth civic spaces. 

Each conclusion is followed by corresponding calls to action stemming from participant 

wisdom, suggestions, and ongoing conversations with the A(u)nties. I highlight specific calls to 

action tailored for young leaders, adults alongside young people and policy makers, 

changemakers, and influencers. This intentionally acknowledges interconnections between 

spheres of influence and is designed to support a multi-faceted approach to nurture and support 

collective belonging.  The calls to action to young people are identified first as this research 

seeks to serve current and future generations of young leaders. “Resistance is always in context, 

in a place, between real people-even when some of those people embody the state. Resistance is 

always in real time too, and what is possible in one time and context is unthinkable in another 

time and context” (Tuck & Yang , 2012, p.8). I acknowledge that these calls to action are not 

easy or quick-fix solutions but rather intentional practices and processes that we cultivate and 

nourish over a lifetime.  

Conclusion 1: Create spaces for young people to be their authentic selves and connect with 

others 

Discussion. Literature on belonging suggests that for true belonging to exist, people have 

to feel like they can be their authentic selves (Brown, 2017; Ross, 2018; Turner, 2017). In 

overwhelming agreeance within our research, young people expressed that being authentic, 

imperfect, curious, and vulnerable is integral to them feeling a sense of belonging. Further, they 

shared that people, places, and spaces that invite them to exist as a whole being supports them in 
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feeling like they belong. In addition to authenticity, young people highlighted that freedom, 

choice, and movement without restrictions was undeniably important to how they experience and 

understand belonging. Young people shared the importance of exercising their autonomy and 

being able to move relatively freely between many different identities without foregoing a sense 

of cohesion (Kidman, 2012). This need for young people to connect with self and be whole and 

authentic is aligned with current research (Brown, 2017; Ross, 2018; Turner, 2017); conversely, 

their desire to be autonomous and free beings is a new concept to be further explored. 

Not only is authenticity and freedom important for young people, but so is connection. 

Young people agreed and described close and intimate relationships as connection. Research 

describes connection as the root of belonging (Brown, 2017) and suggests that humans seek 

connection to self, others, and something greater (Brown, 2017; Ross, 2018; Turner, 2017). 

Specifically, literature identifies that people seek connection to people (Cuervo et al., 2015) and 

a collective (Chavis & Newbrough, 1986). As mentioned, young people in our study highlighted 

the importance of the acceptance to be their authentic self, they also found this to be important 

when connecting with others. Young people articulated distinct differences between fitting in 

and belonging, highlighting that being true to self and being accepted felt much different than 

being accepted for being someone they are not. Further, they described this as not truly 

belonging. In addition, what is present in the literature on belonging as it relates to connection, 

young people shared that connection to others offered them a feeling or being respected, valued, 

safe, and accepted. 

 Calls to action.  In response to conclusion 1: Create spaces for young people to be their 

authentic selves and connect with others, we recommend the following calls to action: 
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Young people. This call to action is an invitation for young people to be their authentic 

self. Young people can support themselves in connecting to themselves by accepting who they 

are. Young people are called to advocate for their freedom, choice, and autonomy in all spaces 

and advocate for what they need that can support their existence as whole beings. Young people 

are invited to reflect on, request, and articulate what supports they need to continue to engage 

and lead conversations in spaces they feel they are needed, by young people for young people. In 

addition, young people can support their peers by accepting their peers, acknowledging and 

validating differences of opinions and beliefs, and intentionally acting without judgement. 

Young people are called to be vulnerable, uplift, and celebrate one another. In doing so, this can 

support young people in cultivating communities and networks of support. Young people can 

support one another by acknowledging and sharing who they are, where they come from, their 

unique histories, and how they identify. Young people are invited to be open to connecting with 

one another, open to learning, and unlearning one’s own knowledges and co-created spaces to 

learn and unlearn safely alongside other young people.  

Adult allies alongside young people. Adult allies who learn, work, and collaborate 

alongside young people can support young leaders to connect to self by intentionally cultivating 

spaces that invite them to exist as a whole being, supporting their freedom, choice, and 

movement without restrictions or bounds. To do so, adult allies are invited to understand the 

importance of being flexible, adaptable, and intentional when bringing together young people to 

dialogue, explore, and co-create (RbD, 2019). For example, this could mean being flexibility 

with timing, supporting use of language and cultural norms, acknowledging current day realities 

and intentionality in location, supporting young people to be vulnerable, and encouraging both 

unique independence and collective cohesion. Further, young people expressed a need to 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

68 

question, learn, unlearn, and explore beliefs in safe and brave spaces. When working alongside 

young people, adult allies may consider how they can support these needs. For instance, 

reflecting on the design of a gathering, ensuring young people have the ability to express 

identity, questioning systems and beliefs, and ensuring young people have autonomy over their 

own participation. Adult allies are called to express their own vulnerability, modeling by 

example. They are also called to respect the needs of a group whenever bringing young people 

together or running programming. 

Policy makers, changemakers, and influencers. For those affecting, influencing, 

analyzing or creating policy, the call is to bring intentionality to how policies restrict, conform 

and exclude young peoples’ full participation. Examine and understand how young people are 

leading global movements, engaging in research, and working to influence, change, or create 

new forms of policy. Dialogue can support meaningful engagement with young people to explore 

if/how young people can exist as whole beings in these arenas. Specifically, these actors 

(including researchers) are called to emphasize the importance of relationship building and 

connecting for young people within and throughout their processes. For instance, methods such 

as research gatherings and arts-based research often can be a catalyst to authentic connection. 

Conclusion 2: Remember, recognize, and re-integrate connection to land 

Discussion. According to literature, studies highlight that connection to self and others is 

important to young people’s sense of belonging (Brown, 2017); yet, in this study, young people 

expressed that land, nature, and water are also inextricably connected to feelings of belonging. 

Western literature on belonging take a more specific focus on people’s connection with self and 

others, resulting in an over-arching focus on human-centered connection. By contrast, 

Indigenous academics may not use the English word for belonging when discussing this specific 
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topic, highlighting instead the role that land plays in science, humanities, and our deep longing 

for a return to connectedness (Atleo, 2008; Kimmerer, 2013; Thistle, 2017). Young people 

shared that land, nature, and water is critical to where they experienced belonging and did not 

involve other people. They highlighted that land, nature, and water are their teachers, showing 

them how they do not need to change or be anything different than they are, but instead model 

how to be interdependent, adaptative, and free. One study with youth in New Zealand (Kidman, 

2012) supported this notion and found that mountains, lakes, and rivers help inform young 

people’s identity and connection to land. Smith et al. (2002) contended that young people 

actively engage in place-making activities in a range of cultural contexts from which multiple 

geographies of belonging emerge with one common denominator, land. Yet, other studies on 

youth and belonging, often only focus on connection or Being-in-Relation to humans (Cassidy, 

2013). Lines of thinking around the relatedness of identity and belonging are often brought into 

discussions about the significance of physical territories and ‘spaces’, otherwise known as land, 

and their role in the construction of shared cultural meanings (Yuval-Davis, 2006b), noting the 

increasing complexity of cultural identity, national identity, citizenship, and place-attachment, 

particularly for young. 

In addition, within this research, young people shared that land, nature, and water support 

their freedom and acceptance. In particular, they felt that land, nature, and water were places that 

held no judgement and encouraged them to be their selves. They also highlighted that feelings of 

disconnection with self and others were often a result of feeling disconnected to land, and this is 

aligned with Thistle’s (2017) wisdom on an Indigenous definition of homelessness  being a 

disconnect from all of our relations, including land whereas Western definitions place focus on 

physical shelter or housing. Sanchez (2017) further speaks to needing to belong as our deep 
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desire to reconnect with ancestral wisdom that lies in all of us and is found in land, nature, and 

water. What we must remember, recognize and reintegrate is that the role of land, nature and 

water play an instrumental role in so much more than identity formation, citizenship and place-

attachment but rather is an fundamentally essential part of connection, relationship and freedom 

that supports young people in experiencing a sense of belonging.  

Calls to action. In response to conclusion 2: Remember, recognize, and re-Integrate 

connection to land, we recommend the following calls to action:   

Young people. Connection with land and belonging to ourselves and our bodies do not 

have bounds, restrictions or pre-requisites. We invite young people to be brave, to listen, to slow 

down, to witness their relationship and connection with land. In particular, young people may 

feel more connected to land when they participate in land-based activities and rituals. Young 

people are called to participate and be open to land-based activities and rituals such as 

connecting to the ocean, rivers, mountains, trees, plants and lands that hold unique and 

significant meaning for them. Remembering that all of us have a connection to land, land where 

we grew up, where we are now, a place, time or memory of land. Supporting themselves and one 

another in remembering the groundedness that comes and that connection with land that exists 

for everyone. To take a walk, touch the earth, reflect on a time and space where you felt 

connection to land and integrate those connections to everyday life. Young people are also called 

to connect to land because such connection has the ability to support feelings of acceptance, 

worthiness, and freedom. 

Adult allies learning alongside young people. Adult allies learning alongside young 

people can actively support the remembering and re-integration of connection with land with 

young people by ensuring all gatherings, programs and spaces include and acknowledge the role 
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of land. Support connection by centering work in physical space, encourage reflection of the land 

on which things are happening and support young people to connect with land (where they are 

from, where they are now, land that holds special meaning). Specifically, adult allies are called 

to integrate the important role of land throughout gatherings and programs and not just at the 

beginning. For instance, learning and exploring can be engaged in an outdoor space and is 

encouraged by young people. 

Policy makers, changemakers and influencers. We call on policy makers, 

changemakers, and influencers to acknowledge and recognize that all policy past, present, or 

future is related to land, and that each place where policy if formed and upheld holds a unique 

history. Specifically, when forming and creating new policy, history must be considered, as well 

as, the acknowledgement that young people care and are deeply connected to land. This is of 

significant importance because often young people are typically excluded from decision making 

and are not meaningfully invited to participate in systems and structures that create policies. 

Acknowledging that connection to land supports young people in meaningfully participating in 

systems, policy changemakers and influencers are called to advocate for more outdoor spaces; 

especially, within urban settings that often are populated with less green space. More funding is 

needed to support the creation and accessibility to these spaces, as well as, safeguard existing 

natural forests and greenery within city landscapes and beyond. 

Conclusion 3: Cultivate collective belonging in youth civic spaces 

Discussion. The term ‘civic’ is defined in the Oxford dictionary as an adjective (1) 

relating to a city or town, especially its administration; and (2) relating to the duties or activities 

of people in relation to their town, city, or local area (2020). Similarly, young people involved in 

this research, described that the term ‘civic’ as human-centered structures (e.g., a cement 
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building, city hall) and furthermore, as sterile and rigid systems that constrain aspects of their 

identity. As such, the latter idea poses a fundamental challenge because in the context of civic 

participation in Canada, scholars suggest that a strong sense of belonging for young people 

increases the likelihood of their engagement in civic action (Lemyre, 2016). Therefore, if the 

term ‘civic’ does not encompass connection to self, others, and land, then young people will 

likely not feel a sense of belonging and disengage in civic action altogether.  

In addition, literature states that young people are 50% more likely to be members of or 

participate in civic associations if they hold a strong sense of belonging to Canada (Lemyre, 

2016). However, there’s deep complexity to what it means for young people to belong to 

Canada. Korteweg and Bissell (2014) acknowledge the complex realities of defining, 

prescribing, and sanitizing notions of identity, stating that “Indigenous youth deserve to 

determine what citizenship and civic identity means to them and their communities” because 

their identities should not be framed as “citizens of Canadian nation state but rather citizens of 

much older nations that predate federation and colonization” (p. 21). Where young people 

belong, grow up, and connect to land extends beyond traditional colonial ideas of belonging to a 

place, city, or country. Powerfully and simply, young people acknowledged the complex realities 

of citizenship, identity, and colonialism that they currently face as Indigenous, non-Indigenous, 

first and second generation ‘Canadian’, and recent immigrants. Young people expressed that the 

term ‘civic’ is complex and fundamentally disconnected from a worldview of interconnectedness 

that exists in many traditional ways of being.  

In addition, they spoke to the evolving and ever-changing reality that young people exist 

in and/or belong to a multitude of communities, countries, lands, places, spaces, and peoples. 

Supported by literature, belonging is far beyond just physical location (Stahl & Habib, 2017) but 
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also tied to social relations (Massey, 1994). Young people expressed that their interpretations of 

‘civic’ countered notions of how they defined, described, and experienced a sense of connection, 

relatedness, and belonging. They found civic as individualized which compliments what some 

scholars suggest is not adapting rapidly enough to young people’s evolving and transformational 

needs (Stahl & Habib, 2017) and resulting in the notion of belonging being “taken for granted” 

or siloed into merely a personal feeling (Youkhana, 2014). This concept of individualism, 

citizenship, and disconnection was highly opposed by young people. They urged for a shift away 

from civic and toward collective, noting that they cannot belong, act, or exist in isolation. For 

young people, belonging needs our collectivity rather than our individualism. Furthermore, 

supported by literature, belonging is critical for young people as change-makers and necessary 

for a just future and collective belonging may need to be fostered before it can be translated into 

civic spaces (Habib & Ward, 2019; Hamid, 2017; Leistyna, 2009; Smyth & McInerney,  2007). 

Rather than nurturing civic belonging, young people expressed the need for collective 

belonging. This is particularly important as young people are increasingly identifying as part of 

multiple communities, whether it be communities of culture, language, land, gender, race, or 

sexuality. Further, young people highlighted how collective belonging is not restrictive to the 

bounds of a specific place or ‘civic association’, and demonstrates our inherent responsibility, 

reciprocal relations, and rich diversity found in our greater collective needed to mobilize the 

important issues of our times. Kovach (2010) furthers the notion of belonging in the context of 

the collective, stating that “inherent in this understanding of life is reciprocity and accountability 

to each other, the community, clans, and nations. It does not serve anonymity or rugged 

individualism well. It is a way of life that creates a sense of belonging, place, and home.” (p. 55). 
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Calls to action. In response to conclusion 3: Cultivate collective belonging in youth civic 

spaces, we recommend the following calls to action:   

Young people. Young people are called to cultivate collective belonging in youth civic 

spaces. Youth civic spaces are environments in which youth participation in civic action is 

fostered (Richards-Schuster, 2005). They include physical places which promote civic behavior 

through activities for young people to come together and take initiative, and other spaces which 

promote collective action and empowerment (Richards-Schuster, 2005). Young people can foster 

collective belonging in youth civic spaces by facilitating more conversations about ‘belonging’, 

what it means, what it looks like, where it is experienced, and where it is not. These 

conversations are already happening in the City of Vancouver; such as this research and other 

youth civic programs and initiatives (i.e., CityHive). Young people are called to participate, be 

active, and advocate that connecting and fostering belonging is important to be civically 

engaged. In addition to advocating, young people themselves can co-create spaces that represent 

their voice, their wisdom and their ways of being. 

Adult allies alongside young people. In recognizing that adult allies are often at the core 

of forming, reinforcing and creating civic structures, we call on adult allies alongside young 

people to engage in meaningful dialogue with young people surrounding ‘civic’ issues 

recognizing that physical bounds of cities, municipality are pre-determined/colonial structures 

that do not determine where young people are engaged and belong. In occupying civic spaces, 

we call on adult allies to meaningfully engage young people in the design of collective belonging 

within civic spaces. Adult allies are called to host and fund spaces for young people to engage 

and explore collective belonging within civic spaces. Fostering collective belonging will require 

adult allies to deeply listen, be curious, and support the autonomy of young people. In addition, 
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tangible offerings adult allies can provide are food, space, flexible structures, intentional time for 

relationship cultivation and accessibility for young people. 

Policy makers, researchers, changemakers, and influencers. This research 

demonstrated how collective belonging was preferred to civic belonging. Specifically, young 

people felt civic belonging was individualized, disconnected and at odds with some of the 

largest, complex, and intricate issues of our time. Rather, collective belonging is required.  

Policy formed around ‘civic associations’ or spaces should foundationally acknowledge the rich 

diversity, histories and peoples that exist in these places and the role of the greater collective 

within “politically, civically or defined’ spaces and structures, including how the very terms used 

can influence how people belong. Policy makers, changemakers and influencers have a 

responsibility to acknowledge the interconnectedness and intergenerational impacts of policy, 

research, and practice. As such, they also have an equal responsibility to support young people in 

changing these policies to reflect a more just society. To cultivate collective belonging, 

researchers need to uncover and ask more questions about how to do so within civic spaces. 

Specifically, research can ask and look at the tangible ways young people need civic spaces to 

integrate collective belonging. 
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Chapter 6: Closing the Circle 

“Indigenous research is a humble and humbling experience” (Smith, 2008). 

Our research objectives and methodology were aimed at revealing a better understanding 

of how young people understand and experiences belonging. This chapter begins with 

articulating the strengths and bounds of this inquiry, organizational implications, and 

implications for future inquiry. Finally, I conclude this chapter with a summary of the study 

findings, conclusions, calls to action and a summary of this research journey. 

Strengths and Bounds of Inquiry 

Strengths. This research project was a decolonizing and relational I-YPAR study 

designed to engage with, and learn from, young people (aged 19-29) about how they understand 

and experience belonging and how belonging can be cultivated amongst young people today and 

in the future. This research was explored on the land of the unceded, ancestral and continually 

occupied xʷməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), Səl̓ílwətaʔ/Selilwitulh 

(Tsleil-Waututh) peoples. It provided an opportunity for young people to come together to 

meaningfully share their perspectives and insights and co-create definitions and actions to 

support and nurture belonging in the future. These strengths are important in and of themselves 

and must be acknowledged as such.  

Bounds. Although this study involved young people, it does not offer a comprehensive 

analysis of young people’s experiences within and outside of the context of what is now known 

as Vancouver, BC as the sample size was small, yet also diverse. The findings of this study are 

not generalizable to young people in Vancouver, BC and beyond. Participants were invited to 

partake on the inclusion criteria of being within the age range of 19-29, living in Metro 

Vancouver and able to attend our 1-day research gathering. The inclusion criteria were open and 
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inclusive; however, participants identified as all women with diverse backgrounds (see Project 

Participants). Additionally, inclusion criteria were open to all genders, however everyone that 

participated identified as a woman with she/her pronouns. Although this a strength of the study, 

it is also a potential bound. Future research would benefit from understanding the diverse 

experience of collective belonging for all genders. Further, the data and wisdom reflected herein 

captures solely the voices of urban young people, and there is an opportunity to further explore 

the experiences, understandings and meanings of collective belonging for rural and non-urban 

young people.  Lastly, this study was not designed to quantify or assess how understandings and 

experiences have transformed over time but rather explore young people’s experience in present 

day. Future research could explore conceptions and experiences of belonging over a period of 

time. 

As an active host and curator of this study, as a young Indigenous Iskwew researcher, my 

understandings, perspectives and frame of reference and point of view could be considered both 

a strength and limitation of this study. In the context of this study, my understandings of what 

participants offered are inevitably seen, analyzed and interpreted by my own experiences as a 

young person. To address this, I have chosen to share as much data as possible in participants 

own words using direct quotations before within the analysis and study findings, weaving 

through and within the direct wisdom whenever possible. Further, to mitigate the impacts of my 

presence as lead researcher and to ensure trustworthiness of the data and findings of the study the 

A(u)nties supported holding to account the trustworthiness of the outputs of our co-created time.  

Organizational Implications 

This research process was not done directly for or with a partnering organization, but 

rather the partners were the young people themselves. The ResiliencebyDesign Research Lab at 
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RRU, was not a traditional partnering organization, however, was a supporter of our research 

process. First and foremost, the immeasurable impact that has already occurred and that will 

continue to evolve lies within the connections made within the research process, in and amongst 

participating young people, the A(u)nties and myself as the researcher. This work engaged in a 

collaborative action-oriented project and made calls to action that are relevant to layered spheres 

of influence, including organizational or institutional actors. The intentional use of the 'our' when 

referring to the research is a powerful way for us to recognize the importance of the collective 

approach For this work to continue to have impact, a collective partner does not need to be a 

structured organization that is civically recognized - rather, reflective of our research, this 

collective unbounded group belonged to each other and reflects the type of dynamism and young 

people around the world are currently modelling and asking for. The continued commitment to 

nurture this work on our respective and interrelated journeys moving forward. That being said 

the recommended calls to action, as noted in Chapter 5, highlight invitations for young people, 

adult allies alongside young people and policy makers, changemakers and influencers to make 

intentional considerations when engaging with young people in their respective spheres of 

influence. This research and its recommended calls to action can serve as a basis for dialogue 

and program design within youth serving organizations such as the Raven Institute, Indigenous 

LIFT Collective, Canadian Roots Exchange, Minerva BC, to name a few. Additionally, as a 

partner to this work, the RbD Lab can extend this wisdom into its aligned and respective research 

and practice. Dr. Robin Cox serves as committee member to this research in addition to her role 

as the Director of the RbD Lab, this will ensure the work continues to evolve and exist within 

current and future research projects within the university.  
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The journey of exploring the concept of belonging as a young Indigenous scholar, began 

long before my journey to thesis and know will continue post thesis as my unwavering 

commitment to continuing this work and supporting each person who was a part of this research 

journey continue to be honoured and have their voices and wisdoms amplified in their own 

spheres of influence. As there are unique and tangible ways this research will continue to have 

‘implications’, I also believe it is the start to a long, evolving, contentious and meaningful 

dialogue within this country. humans are hardwired to seek belonging on a neural and hormonal 

level supporting interdependence over independence (Ross, 2018; Brown, 2017) with young 

people being the leading force in this country, this conversation and it’s tangible, actionable, and 

meaningful implications are just beginning. 

Implications for Future Inquiry 

Further exploration of collective belonging that reflects all genders and geographic 

locations of young people in ‘Canada’ is vitally important. While I do believe this work is just 

beginning,  this study was conducted with young people living on ancestral and unceded lands of 

the xʷməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), Səl̓ílwətaʔ/Selilwitulh (Tsleil-

Waututh) peoples (Vancouver, BC) with all participants who identify as women with she/her 

pronouns. I do see this as a strength of our research process however, this study does call for 

further inquiry into the exploration of collective belonging with all genders and in rural and 

urban areas to strengthen commonalties and acknowledge, honour and address unique gendered 

or geographical influences of collective belonging for young people. This would allow for a 

more fulsome understanding of how we can understand and cultivate collective belonging for a 

more representative population of young people- one that represents and honour all ways of 

being, doing, knowing and thriving. 
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Recognizing historical and current context in which the research takes place, we cannot 

conduct research involving people in isolation from place- everything is connected. During the 

time this study took place, youth across the globe were rising in solidarity with marches and 

school walk outs for Friday for future to demand climate action. Similarly, youth from all across 

the unceded lands that comprise British Columbia and other provinces, were occupying 

parliament buildings, legislatures, MLA offices, created railroad blockades and disrupted 

Canada’s biggest intersections to demand their voices be seen and heard. Others were learning, 

informing policy, running organizations, writing, creating, speaking- mobilizing through their 

own gifts and talents for issues of deep importance to them. The acknowledgment of present-day 

realities is a vital component to meaningfully engage, mobilize and connect young people to 

themselves and others. As relational, responsible and ethical researchers, we must acknowledge 

both the historical and current day contexts of land and place to gain a fulsome understanding of 

the past and acknowledge the present in order to co-create the future. 

Bringing Your Whole Self to Research, Accept, and Embrace the Process.  

As Wilson (2008) says, “if research doesn't' change you as a person, then you haven't 

done it right” (p. 135). This research process has challenged me, pushed me to grow, forged 

connections and new relationships and alas left me more curious than when I began. As 

researchers, as humans, we are a part of this sacred process of co-creating, remembering, 

reclaiming and generating knowledges for our time. In working and researching alongside young 

people, we must be brave enough to bring our whole selves to accept and embrace the process 

and acknowledge that the process itself, is data. This research process has changed how I view 

and understand the notion of belonging, has humbled me, has deeply fostered growth, and has 

left me with further questions for exploration than when I began. 
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Proposed Outputs, Contributions, and Applications 

Wisdom was co-created throughout the research process through creative means, dialogue 

and storytelling, where researchers and participants discussed how the knowledge products 

generated would be shared. The outputs included creative products such as video, art pieces, 

verbal and non-verbal stories and policy and practice recommendations. The research process 

and discoveries unearthed through the research process will inform journal articles, conference 

presentations, and other creative knowledge products such as a video, infographic, and a co-

created talk to be presented by the A(u)nties at conferences or a TEDx-like events. Participants 

will play an integral role as key decision makers to determine what and how outputs continue to 

be co-created and shared.  

This research contributes to vital conversations around belonging. It offered a platform 

for urban youth to contribute their lived experiences, wisdom, and insights into what it means to 

belong in the City of Vancouver and how we collectively co-create a sense of collective 

belonging for all. In addition, this research contributed to the possibilities that exist in in urban 

spaces for inspiring and igniting youth civic participation and action through an understanding of 

belonging for young people.  I hope this project does what Smith (2012) calls “researching back, 

like talking back, it implies resistance, recovery and renewal” (p. 7). This research looked to 

reclaim, remember, and honour the center of our nations and our future, our youth. One of the 

goals of this project is to remind us of our connectedness to one another to all of our relations- a 

way of being, knowing and relating where it all belongs. The broader applications of this 

research will come in the form of collaborative conference presentations in order to continue to 

generate and co-create this knowledge, potential co-authored articles in collaboration with the 

RbD Lab and position our findings in a way that can spark community dialogue and act as a base 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

82 

of knowledge for and with young people, adults alongside young people and policy makers, 

changemakers and influencers. A video of this research journey was produced as a summary and 

knowledge output of our co-created research process and experience (Alexander, 2020)2.  

Thesis Summary 

The prophecy of the seventh generation says that when the seventh generation of young 

people come, the great winter will end, for these young people with old spirits will lead 

and make change- a reuniting with each other and with Mother Earth will happen 

(Sanchez, 2017, p. 203). 

The seventh generation of young people are here, and they are rising. Alongside the 

A(u)nties and participating young people, our research aimed to (1) discover how young people 

define and describe belonging and civic action; (2) explore how young people co-create 

collective meanings belonging; (3) support participating young people in reclaiming their roles 

as storytellers, leaders, knowledge holders and changemakers; and (4) consider how collective 

belonging can be cultivated and nurtured to inspire action today and in the future.  

 To provide relevant context for this inquiry, I articulated current realities relevant to this 

study and conducted a literature review examining scholarship. Specifically, I explored 

knowledges related to: belonging, young people and belonging, young people’s engagement in 

civic action, and the importance of belonging in civic action for young people. Using YPAR, and 

I-YPAR as our methodological orientations, we designed an inquiry process that utilized arts-

based (Barone & Eisner, 2012), and decolonizing (Tuck & Yang, 2012) methods intentionally 

chosen to generate dialogue and learnings with young people from their words, insights, and 

creations. 

 
2 A Journey to kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ: Belonging Within us, Around us and Between us video was created to honour 

the journey of this research. See https://vimeo.com/408609036 to watch. 

https://vimeo.com/408609036
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The key learnings from this inquiry included: 

1. Belonging is Connection to Self, to Place, To Freedom;  

2. Belonging Exists Within Us, Around us and Between us;  

3. Belonging is Relationship to Land;  

4. Words Matter: Shifting from Civic to Collective;  

5. Collective Belonging is Connectedness without Bounds; 

6. Gathering: Relations through Food, Language and Culture; 

7. Cultivating Collective Belonging for Current and Future Generations. 

These key learnings when compared to the literature generated three key conclusions: (1) create 

spaces for young people to be their authentic selves and connect with others; (2) remember, 

recognize, and re-integrate connection to land; and (3) cultivate collective belonging in youth 

civic spaces. Each conclusion was supported by calls to action or specific recommendations for: 

young leaders, adults alongside young people and researchers, policy makers, changemakers and 

influencers.  

In this closing chapter, I then acknowledge the strengths and bounds of this inquiry, 

including potential implications for future exploration. Finally, I articulate the proposed outputs, 

contributions and applications of this co-created knowledge.  

To conclude, working with and alongside young people inspires what I believe is possible 

when we nurture and cultivate spaces for young people to take their rightful roles as leaders, as 

storytellers and as changemakers in communities in their ways, on their terms. This exploration 

of collective belonging for young people comes at a time of immense transformation, one of 

great discomfort and one of unprecedented growth. Young people all over the world are rising, 

are leading, are fierce yet grounded and are demonstrating to us more than ever what it means to 
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belong. I see a world where every young person across these lands feels like they belong without 

bounds and I hope that in some small way, this co-created process can act as a guide and a small 

piece of what can collectively get us there, together.  



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

85 

Where are you trying to belong to? 

Above so much, future generations need the land. 

Belonging sits in the natural laws of this land. 

Rise up. 

Uplift values, respect & appreciate people. 

Uplift one another. 

Create communities & culturally safe spaces, while fostering positive relations. 

Free Yourself. Be Yourself. Heal Yourself. 

Learn & Educate; Understand your ancestors. 

Reconnect to Mother Earth. 

Build skills, knowledge & resilience. 

Gather. 

Create new tables. Change rigid structures. 

Celebrate ups and downs together. 

There is power in disagreement. 

Action is in dialogue. 

Feel deeply. Love fiercely. 

Create accessible places to feel vulnerable. Hold space for each other. 

Inclusion requires understanding. Create networks for support. 

Kapwa. 

All my relations. 
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Personal Epilogue  

kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ. What I have learnt, is that my journey to understand who I am as an 

Indigenous Iskwew in this world, who I long to be in this world, what my responsibilities are and 

who I am accountable to is a daily tension I grapple with.  This research process has challenged 

me, deeply humbled me and as mentioned previously, has prompted countless struggles of 

worthiness, of doubt, of anger, of fear, of joy, of concern, of pride, and of freedom. This process 

has undoubtedly been one of the hardest things I have done and has both disempowered me and 

inspired me to dig deep, to persevere and to humbly trust the process. This journey has shifted 

the lens on why understandings of belonging and how supporting the cultivation of belonging for 

young people, is a deeply interconnected, relational process that requires all of us. We do not 

have time to be divided, to blame, shame or give up. What I have also learnt is that, I am the 

hopeful one. I exist to be the hopeful one, the one that believes with every cell in my body that 

tomorrow will be better for young people. That each day we will lose fewer young people to 

suicide. That each day the youngest and fastest growing demographic across this country will 

feel like they belong, I am hopeful that we are learning; we are trying to co-create a new future. 

Research is about reciprocal learning and unlearning – it is relational –research transforms the 

researcher as much as it transforms those who participate in the research, and those who read it. I 

will continue my work as a young person, as a Métis Iskwew, as a learner, and as a researcher 

humbly in service of the world I see- a world where every young person across these lands 

belongs without bounds. A world where all young people don’t have to journey back to 

kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ, but instead experience it from their first indrawn breath, like sweetgrass- 

rooted, boundless, and free. 

  



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

87 

References 

Alexander, K. [Raven Institute]. (2020, April 16). A journey to kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ: Belonging 

within us, around us and between us [Video file]. Retrieved from 

https://vimeo.com/408609036 

Antonsich, M. (2010). Searching for belonging—An analytical framework. Geography Compass, 

4(6), 644-659. doi:10.1111/j.1749-8198.2009.00317.x 

Anukem, O. (2020, January 29). Meet Autumn Peltier: 15-year-old internationally recognized 

clean... Retrieved March 4, 2020, from 

https://www.womenofinfluence.ca/2019/11/05/meet-autumn-peltier-14-year-old-

internationally-recognized-clean-water-advocate-and-the-anishinabek-nation-chief-water-

commissioner/ 

Ansloos, J. (2018). Rethinking Indigenous suicide. International Journal of Indigenous Health, 

13(2), 8-28. doi:10.18357/ijih.v13i2.32061 

Ansloos, J., & Wagner, A. C. (2019). Surviving in the cracks: a qualitative study with indigenous 

youth on homelessness and applied community theatre. International Journal of 

Qualitative Studies in Education, 33(1), 50-65. doi:10.1080/09518398.2019.1678785 

Appadurai, A. (2006). The right to research. Globalisation, Societies and Education, 4(2), 167-

177. doi:10.1080/14767720600750696 

Bateman, H. V. (2002). Sense of community in the school: Listening to students’ voices. In A. T. 

Fisher, C. C. Sonn, & B. J. Bishop (Eds.), Psychological sense of community: Research, 

applications, and implications (pp. 161-179). New York: Plenum. 

Battiste, M. A. (2013). Decolonizing education: Nourishing the learning spirit. Saskatoon, SK: 

Purich Publishing. 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

88 

Bartlett, C., Marshall, M., & Marshall, A. (2012). Two-eyed seeing and other lessons learned 

within a co-learning journey of bringing together indigenous and mainstream knowledges 

and ways of knowing. Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences, 2, 331–340. 

Baumeister, R., & Leary, M. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal attachment as 

a fundamental human motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117(3), 497-529. 

doi:10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497 

Belonging [Def. 2]. (n.d.). In Merriam Webster Online, Retrieved from https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/belonging 

Belonging [Def. 1]. (n.d.). In Oxford Dictionary, Retrieved from 

https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/belonging 

Bishop, K., Etmanski, C., Page, M. B., Dominguez, B., & Heykoop, C. (2019). Narrative 

métissage as an innovative engagement practice. Engaged Scholar Journal, 5(2), 1-17. 

doi:10.15402/esj.v5i2.68331 

Blanchet-Cohen, N., & Cook, P. (2005). Growing Up in Cities Canada: Creative tools for civic 

engagement of young people. Victoria: International Institute for Child Rights and 

Development. 

Brown, B. (2017). Braving the wilderness: the quest for true belonging and the courage to stand 

alone. New York: Random House. 

Cammarota, J., & M. Fine. (2008). Revolutionizing education: Youth participatory action 

research in motion. New York: Routledge. 

Government of Canada. (n.d.). Suicide prevention. Retrieved from 

https://www.canada.ca/en/indigenous-services-canada/services/first-nations-inuit-

health/health-promotion/suicide-prevention.html 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

89 

Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of 

Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, Tri-council 

policy statement: Ethical conduct for research involving humans, December 2014. 

Retrieved from http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/pdf/eng/tcps2-2014/TCPS_2_FINAL_ 

Web.pdf 

Cassidy, K.  J. (2013).  The essence of feeling a sense of community: A hermeneutic 

phenomenological inquiry with middle school students and teachers. St. Catharines, 

Canada: Brock University Digital Repository. 

Chavis, D. M., & Newbrough, J. R. (1986). The meaning of “community” in community 

psychology. Journal of Community Psychology, 14(4), 335-340. doi:10.1002/1520-

6629(198610)14:4<335::AID-JCOP2290140402>3.0.CO;2-T 

Coffey, J., & Farrugia, D. (2014). Unpacking the black box: The problem of agency in the 

sociology of youth. Journal of Youth Studies, 17(4), 461-474. 

doi:10.1080/13676261.2013.830707 

Connolly, M. (2003). Qualitative analysis: A teaching tool for social work research. Qualitative 

Social Work, 2(1), 103-112. doi:10.1177/1473325003002001282 

Cox, R. S., Deans, N., Plush, T., Heykoop, C., Hill, T. T., Scannell, L., Wright, L., Alexander, 

K., Deoliveira-Jayme, B., & Nielsen, A. (in press). Creative action research with youth. 

Educational Action Research Journal. 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods. Thousand 

Oaks, CA: SAGE. 

Cuervo, H., Barakat, N., & Turnbull, M. (2015). Youth, belonging and transitions: Identifying 

opportunities and barriers for Indigenous young people in remote communities. Research 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

90 

(Report No. 44). Retrieved from http://education.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/ 

0006/1429359/2015_RR_44_ f inal_May_2015_web.pdf 

Cuervo, H., & Wyn, J.  (2014). Reflections on the use of spatial and relational metaphors in 

youth studies. Journal of Youth Studies, 17(7), 901-915. 

doi:10.1080/13676261.2013.878796 

Currie, V., & Heykoop, C. (2011). CPP Circle of Rights workbook series: Reflective planning 

for social change. Victoria, BC: International Institute for Child Rights and 

Development. 

Donald, D. (2012). Indigenous métissage: A decolonizing research sensibility. International 

Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 25(5), 533-555. 

doi:10.1080/09518398.2011.554449 

Ellis, C. (2007). ‘I just want to tell my story’: Mentoring students about relational ethics in 

writing about intimate others. In N.K. Denzin, & M.D. Giardina (Eds.), Ethical futures in 

qualitative research: Decolonizing the politics of knowledge (pp. 209-228). Walnut 

Creek, CA: Left Coast Press. 

Etmanski, C., Dawson, T., & Hall, B. L. (2014). Introduction. In T. Dawson, C. Etmanski, & B. 

L. Hall (Eds.), Learning and teaching community-based research: Linking pedagogy to 

practice (pp. 3-22). Toronto: University of Toronto Press, Scholarly Publishing Division. 

Etmanski, C., Weigler, W., & Wong, S. G. (2013). Weaving tales of hope and challenge: 

Exploring diversity through narrative métissage. In D. E. Clover & K. Sanford (Eds.), 

Arts-based education, research and community cultural development in the contemporary 

university: International perspectives (pp. 123-134). Manchester, UK: Manchester 

University Press. 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

91 

Four Arrows. (2008). The authentic dissertation. New York: Routledge. 

Gastaldo, D., Magalhães, L., Carrasco, C., and Davy, C. (2012). Body-map storytelling as 

research: Methodological considerations for telling the stories of undocumented workers 

through body mapping.  Retrieved from: http://www.migrationhealth.ca/undocumented-

workers-ontario/body-mapping.  

Guardian. (2019). Young people have led the climate strikes. Now we need adults to join us too. 

The Guardian, Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/may/ 

23/greta-thunberg-young-people-climate-strikes-20-september?fbclid=IwAR1wnY0 

JwiX8A21sjwVhqKIN1608JQoSF14-EZ0zVjucBJAkXec3oblUv3g 

Gergen, M., & Gergen, K. (2000). Qualitative inquiry, tensions and transformations. In N. 

Denzin & Y. Lincoln (Eds), The landscape of qualitative research: Theories and issues 

(pp. 1025-1026). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Gill, P., Stewart, K., Treasure, E. et al. Methods of data collection in qualitative research: 

interviews and focus groups. Br Dent J 204, 291–295 (2008). 

https://doi.org/10.1038/bdj.2008.192 

Green, E., & Kloss, B. (2009). Facilitating youth participation in a context of forced migration: 

A photovoice project in Northern Uganda. Journal of Refugee Studies, 22(4), 460-482. 

doi:10.1093/jrs/fep026 

Habib, S., &  Ward, M.  R. M. (Eds.). (2019).  Youth, place and theories of belonging. Oxford: 

Routledge. 

Hamid, S. (2017). Young British Muslims: Between rhetoric and realities. London and New 

York: Routledge. 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

92 

Hesse-Biber, S. N., & Leavy, P. (2011). The practice of qualitative research (2nd ed.). Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Higgins, M. (2014). Rebraiding photovoice: Methodological métissage at the cultural interface. 

Australian Journal of Indigenous Education, 43(2), 208-217. doi:10.1017/jie.2014.18 

Hill, J. L. (1996). Psychological sense of community: Suggestions for future research. Journal of 

Community Psychology, 24(4), 431-438. doi:10.1002/(SICI)1520-

6629(199610)24:4<431::AID-JCOP10>3.0.CO;2-T 

Johnson, A. A. (2014). Ambivalence, political engagement and context. Political Studies, 62(3), 

502-521. doi:10.1111/1467-9248.12063 

Kidman, J. (2012). The land remains: Maori youth and the politics of belonging. AlterNative: An 

International Journal of Indigenous Peoples, 8(2), 189-202. 

doi:10.1177/117718011200800207 

Kimmerer, R. W. (2013). Braiding sweetgrass. First edition. Minneapolis, Minn.: Milkweed 

Editions. 

Korteweg, L., & Bissell, A. (2016). The complexities of researching youth civic engagement in 

Canada with/by Indigenous youth: Settler-colonial challenges for Tikkun Olam—

Pedagogies of repair and reconciliation. Citizenship Education Research Journal/Revue 

de recherche sur l'éducation à la citoyenneté, 5(1), 14-26. 

Kovach, M. (2010). Indigenous methodologies: Characteristics, conversations, and contexts. 

Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 

Lahman, M. K. E., Geist, M., Rodriguez, K. L., Graglia, P., & DeRoche, K. (2011). Culturally 

responsive relational reflexive ethics in research: The three Rs. Quality and Quantity, 45, 

1397-1414. doi:10.1007/s11135-010-9347–3 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

93 

Larsen, K. (2018). Metro Vancouver students cut class to demand action on climate change. CBC 

News, Retrieved from https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/metro-

vancouver-students-cut-class-to-demand-action-on-climate-change-1.4936647?fbclid= 

IwAR2s7cfps1Z3lpWJmavzU6q104HnALNVWd81rAXcYTK16zEhsx30K6rQS_Y 

Laville, S., Taylor, M., & Hurst, D. (2019). 'It's our time to rise up': Youth climate strikes held in 

100 countries. The Guardian, Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/environment/ 

2019/mar/15/its-our-time-to-rise-up-youth-climate-strikes-held-in-100-countries 

Leistyna, P. (2009). Preparing for public life: Education, critical theory, and social justice. In W. 

Ayers, T. M. Quinn, & D. Stovall (Eds.), Handbook of social justice in education (pp. 51-

58). New York: Routledge. 

Lemyre, X. (2016). Youth, participation and engagement in Canada. Received from Policy 

Research Group, Canadian Heritage: https://cudo.carleton.ca/system/files/dli_training/ 

4313/youth-engagementlemyrefinal.pdf 

Marshall, C. & Rossman, G. B. (2014). Designing qualitative research (6th ed.). Thousand Oaks, 

CA: SAGE. 

Massey, D. (1994). Space, place and gender. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Milan, A. (2005). Volonté de participer: l’engagement politique chez les jeunes adultes. 

Statistique Canada, Tendances sociales canadiennes. No 11-008 au catalogue. 

Morrow, V. (2001). Using qualitative methods to elicit young people's perspectives on their 

environments: Some ideas for community health initiatives. Health Education Research, 

16(3), 255-268. doi:10.1093/her/16.3.255 

Mycock, A., & Tonge, J. (2012). The party politics of youth citizenship and democratic 

engagement. Parliamentary Affairs, 65(1), 138-161. doi:10.1093/pa/gsr053 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

94 

Noy, C. (2008). Sampling knowledge: The hermeneutics of snowball sampling in qualitative 

research. International Journal of Social Research Methodology: Theory & Practice, 

11(4), 327-344. doi:10.1080/13645570701401305 

Population Reference Bureau (2013). 2013 data sheet. The world’s youth. New York: Population 

Reference Bureau. 

Pontes, A. I., Henn, M., & Griffiths, M. D. (2017). Youth political (dis)engagement and the need 

for citizenship education: Encouraging young people’s civic and political participation 

through curriculum. Education, Citizenship and Social Justice, 14(1), 3-21. 

Reason, P., & Bradbury, H. (Eds.). (2008). The sage handbook of action research: Participative 

inquiry and practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Ross, H. (2018). Our search for belonging: How our need to connect is tearing us apart. 

Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers. 

Sanchez, A. L. (2017). The four sacred gifts: Indigenous wisdom for modern times. Simon & 

Schuster. 

Smith, L. T. (2012). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and Indigenous peoples. London: 

Zed Books. 

Smith, L. T., Tuck, E., & Yang, K. W. (2019). Indigenous and decolonizing studies in education. 

New York: Routledge.   

Smyth, J., & McInerney, P. (2007). Teachers in the middle: Reclaiming the wasteland of the 

adolescent years of schooling. New York: Peter Lang. 

Stahl, G., & Habib, S. (2017). Moving beyond the confines of the local: Working-class students’ 

conceptualizations of belonging and respectability. Young, 25(3), 268-285. 

doi:10.1177/1103308816669451 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

95 

Starblanket, G., & Stark, H. K. (2018). Towards a relational paradigm – four points for 

consideration: Knowledge, gender, land, and modernity. In M. Asch, J. Borrows, and J. 

Tully (Eds.), Resurgence and reconciliation: Indigenous-settler relations and earth 

teachings (175-208). Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 

Statistics Canada. (2018). First Nations people, Métis and Inuit in Canada: Diverse and growing 

populations. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 89-659-X. Ottawa. Version updated March 

2018. Ottawa. 

Stroh, D. P. (2015). Systems thinking for social change. White River Junction, Vermont: Chelsea 

Green Publishing. 

The Resilience by Design Research Innovation Lab (RbD) (2019). The 4P framework: A 

principled approach for engaging youth in risk reduction and resilience. Natural Hazards 

Center: Children and Disasters Special Collection. 

Thistle, J.A. (2017). Definition of Indigenous homelessness in Canada. Toronto: Canadian 

Observatory on Homelessness Press. 

Trowler, V. (2016). Nomads in contested landscapes: Reframing student engagement and non-

traditionality in higher education (Unpublished doctoral thesis). University of Edinburgh, 

Edinburgh, Scotland. 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. (2015). Honouring the truth, reconciling for 

the future. Retrieved from http://nctr.ca/assets/reports/Final%20Reports/Executive 

_Summary_English_Web.pdf 

Turcotte, M. (2015). La participation politique et l’engagement communautaire des jeunes, 

Statistiques Canada. No 75-006-X au catalogue. 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

96 

Turcotte, S.), & Schiffer, J. J. (2014). Aboriginal focusing-orientated therapy. In G. Madison 

(Ed.), Emerging practice in focusing-oriented psychotherapy: Innovative theory and 

applications (pp. 48-63). Philadelphia: Jessica Kingsley. 

Turner, T. (2017). Belonging: Remembering ourselves home. Salt Spring Island, British 

Columbia: Her Own Room Press. 

UNDESA. (2013). Definition of youth [Fact sheet]. Retrieved from https://www.un.org/esa/ 

socdev/documents/youth/fact-sheets/youth-definition.pdf 

UN Habitat (2013). United nations joint framework initiative on children, youth and climate 

change. Publication prepared with the financial support from the European Union and the 

Swedish. 

International Development Cooperation Agency.Van Manen, M. (1990). Researching lived 

experience: Human science for an action sensitive pedagogy. New York: State University 

of New York Press. 

Wagemese, R. (2016). Embers. Madeira Park, BC: Douglas & McIntyre. 

Wilson, A. & Laing, M. (2019). Queering Indigenous education. In L.T. Smith, E.Tuck, and 

K.W.Yang (Eds.), Indigenous and decolonizing studies in education (131-145). New 

York: Routledge.   

Wilson, S. (2008). Research is ceremony: Indigenous research methods. Canada: Fernwood 

Publishing.  

 Wood, B. E. (2010). Youth participation in society: Everyday citizenship perspectives from 

young people in New Zealand. New Zealand Sociology, 25(2), 103-124. 

Woons, M. (2014). Decolonizing Canadian citizenship: Shared belonging, not shared identity.  

Settler Colonial Studies, 4(2), 192-208. doi:10.1080/2201473X.2013.809838 



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

97 

Youkhana, E. (2014). A conceptual shift in studies of belonging and the politics of belonging. 

Social Inclusion, 3(4), 10-24. doi:10.17645/si.v3i4.150 

Yuval-Davis, N. (2006). Belonging and the politics of belonging. Patterns of Prejudice, 40(3), 

197-214. 

Yuval-Davis, N. (2011). The politics of belonging: Intersectional contestations. London: Sage 

Publications. 

Zavala, M. (2013). What do we mean by decolonizing research strategies? Lessons from 

decolonizing, Indigenous research projects in New Zealand and Latin America. 

Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, 2(1), 55-71.  



A JOURNEY TO kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ 
 

98 

Appendix A: Research Gathering Agenda 

8:00am-9:00am Food & Friendship 

 

9:00am  Participants arrive and tea, coffee, and snacks are served 

 

9:15-9:30am  Welcome to the land 

 

9:30am-9:45am Welcome by A(u)ntie Advisory Collective 

▪ Gratitude for spending the day together 

▪ Share vision of research 

▪ Collective consent process   

 

9:45am-10:30am  Opening circle 

  

10:30am-10:40am Break 

 

10:40am-11:15am Sticky note activity 

 

11:15am-12:00pm Body mapping activity 

 

12:00-1:00pm  Base mapping activity 

 

1:00-1:45pm  Lunch 

 

1:45-2:45pm  Free write and narrative métissage activity 

 

2:45-3:00pm  Closing circle 
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Appendix B: Body Map (created by participants) 
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Appendix C: Participant Consent Form 

My name is Kiana Alexander and I am a student currently working on a research project to 

complete my Master of Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University and I would like to tell you 

about it. 

 

What is this research project about? 

The goal of this research project is to learn about how young people experience and understand 

belonging and its relationship to igniting civic action.   

 

Who is supporting this research project? 

Royal Roads University, ResiliencebyDesign Research Innovation Lab and Raven Institute are 

supporting this research. 

 

Why am I being invited to this research project? 

You are being invited to take part in this research project because you are a young leader who 

has wisdom, insights and lived experiences to offer this project and its potential impact. 

 

What does being involved in this research project mean? 

Being involved means taking part in planning, dialogue and engagement to inform the research. 

Also, you will take part in a 1-day workshop on January 11th, 2020, where you and other young 

people will come together to use art, technology, and play to help me understand more about 

how you experience belonging and what it means to you. In addition, you will be given the 

option of doing a one on one interview to allow for the opportunity to go more in depth into the 

exploration of the concepts and would be active in the co-creation of what that looks like (i.e. 

interview guide and protocols). 

 

What should I consider while deciding if I will choose to participate? 

This research project is about your experiences, so you may be invited to share your thoughts 

and ideas. This could be exciting and fun, and it’s important to know that it also could be 

emotional. 

 

Your ideas and thoughts are important. 

 

Being involved does not mean that you have to participate in every activity. If you feel 

uncomfortable at any stage, please let me know and you are free to leave. 

 

If you share anything with us that causes us to worry about your safety or the safety of others, we 

will not be able to keep that information confidential. 

 

Your individual remarks (when identified) and/or contributions to activities may be withdrawn, it 

may be impossible and/or challenging to promise full withdrawal of group generated data 

without compromising the data set. Furthermore, once the knowledge is de-identified, it will be 

challenging and potentially unfeasible to withdraw individual comments and contributions; 

however all efforts will be made to do so. 
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Will the study help you and others? 

It is my hope that you will create new friendships. I also hope that your ideas and thoughts about 

your experiences can help support young people in reclaiming their roles as storytellers, leaders, 

knowledge holders, and changemakers. 

 

Who will see the information collected about you? 

The information you share during the workshop will be recorded and I will have a video camera 

to capture some of the important things you want to share. We will also use art and technology as 

ways for you to share your own stories about your experiences. 

 

Your name will not be used in any reports related to the research project, unless you say it is ok. 

We may also want to share some of your art, images, and videos that you create, and again, your 

name will not be used unless you want it to. I will also check in with you to ask permission 

before further use or publishing anything you create. 

 

I will send a draft and final report to you and all other participants for comment and your own 

records. 

 

Do you have to be in the research project? 

You do not have to participate in this research project. Even if you say yes to it now, you can 

change your mind and can quit at any time. If you decide not to participate, it will not affect your 

relationship with me or anyone involved in the research. 

 

What if you have questions? 

You can always ask questions about the research project. If you think of a question later, you can 

call me or my supervisor. 

 

If you decide to participate in this research project, please fill out the attached form. You can 

change your mind and stop being part of it at any time. 
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PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

 

I agree to participate in activities as part of this research and understand that these will be audio 

recorded for the purposes of research analyses. 

 

Yes    No 

Please Initial __________   Please Initial __________ 

 

I understand and agree to these activities may be photographed and videotaped for research 

purposes. 

 

Yes    No 

Please Initial __________   Please Initial __________ 

 

I am aware that someone will connect with me to consent to the further use of images, creative 

products or videos this research in publications or presentations. 

 

Yes    No 

Please Initial __________   Please Initial __________ 

 

I understand that I can choose to have my name used with the art, images, and/or videos I create 

and/or images taken during the research project in which I participate. I understand that by 

initialing “yes” I am agreeing to have my name used. If, I initial “no” my name will not be used. 

 

Yes    No 

Please Initial __________   Please Initial __________ 

 

 

I have read this consent form and/or it was read to me. I know the possible risks and benefits. I 

know that participating in this research project is my choice. I choose to be in this research. I 

know that I can quit at any time. I know that it is my choice to be video/audio taped and know I 

will be consulted to have my image and creative products I produce used in publications and 

presentations of this research. I have received, on the date signed, a copy of this form. 

 

 

 

________________________________ ________________________________ 

 

Name    Date 
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Appendix D: Advisory Team Privacy Agreement 

Civic Belonging: A Journey to kiscâyâwin ᑭᐢᒑᔮᐃᐧᐣ A co-created Exploration into How Civic 

Belonging for Young People can Ignite Civic Action. 

 

As co-researcher in this research project, I understand my responsibilities concerning the 

confidentiality (to keep information private) of any research data collected by the project. 

 

I will respect the confidentiality of those who participate in the research even when it seems 

difficult. I will hold all information that participants tell me—either as a response to direct 

questions or as volunteered additional information—in complete confidentiality.  

 

For example, I will not talk about who has, or has not, participated in the research during any 

stage of the project. I will not discuss general or specific research findings with anyone other 

than Kiana Alexander. 

 

It is acceptable to discuss my work, including general information or concerns with Kiana 

Alexander. 

 

I, _________________________________ (print name), have read and agree to this 

Confidentiality Agreement. 

 

 

________________________________ ________________________________ 

Signature    Date 
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