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Abstract	

This mixed methods research project is a response to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

of Canada statement that “the way we educate our children and ourselves must change” (2015, p. 

317). An examination of literature identified narrative pedagogy as an effective and culturally 

universal method of teaching and learning, and one that is effective for the development of 

intercultural competence. Indigenous content and narratives were therefore included in an 

introductory sociology course offered in a post-secondary institution in Alberta, Canada. The 

Intercultural Development Inventory® was used to measure the intercultural competence or 

sensitivity of the students both pre-and post-course. An online focus group was also employed to 

gather qualitative data related to the experience of the students with narrative teaching and their 

thoughts and feelings related to Indigenous peoples and cultures. The inclusion of Indigenous 

content and narratives was shown to both increase intercultural sensitivity in a measurable way 

and to increase understanding of Indigenous cultures, and the issues faced by Indigenous peoples 

in mainstream society. These research results have implications for how we teach our students, 

how we prepare our teacher training programs, how we might employ antiracist teaching, and 

move forward in decolonization and reconciliation. 

 

 

 

Keywords: Indigenous, narrative, education, culture, cultural competence, intercultural 

development, decolonization, reconciliation, story, anti-racism, Aboriginal gap, ways of 

knowing, pedagogy  	
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CHAPTER	ONE:	INTRODUCTION	

 Philosophers, educators and psychologists are some of the people who have tried to 

understand how we learn, and have endeavoured to explain the processes by which human 

beings acquire new knowledge and skills. Each of these perspectives, in the words of John Heron 

(2009), is “just one kind of story, among many other conceivable ones, about how we live and 

learn” (p. 129). Although many learning theories attempt to explain the learning process, it is 

narrative, or the stories we tell ourselves, that is our primary and most pervasive method of 

making sense of the world. Entire cultures are created and sustained through narrative; “oral 

history and oral tradition are the oldest forms of history in all cultures in the world” (Goulet & 

Goulet, 2014, p.62). As author Richard Wagamese says, “the truth of our interrelationship with 

each other, our connectedness, our family tie, is that story is our most powerful commonality” 

(2019, p. 32). Story, or narrative, allows us to suspend our judgments and expectations about 

how the world works, to imagine something different (Mezirow, 2009), and be more open to 

others’ points of view. In a multicultural society, it is therefore beneficial to consider the role of 

narrative in education, and specifically how we might make use of narrative methods to foster 

learning that is ongoing, cross-cultural and transformative. 

Culture encompasses a society’s entire environment, including values, ideas and 

behaviours. Human cultures interact in different ways. Cross-cultural interactions are 

relationships of comparison, particularly between the dominant and the non-dominant cultures in 

a society. In a cross-cultural environment the dominant society’s culture is considered the 

standard against which the non-dominant culture’s ways of being are compared, either 

favourably or, more often, unfavourably. This is particularly true for colonized cultures, such as 
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the Indigenous peoples of North America, whose cultures have been severely compromised and, 

for some, lost forever. Colonization is an attempt to dominate and exploit another culture; 

decolonization is the attempt to not only stop this practice, but also, as much as possible, to 

reverse it. Decolonization requires that we begin to privilege the voices that have previously 

been oppressed and move closer to a place of equality and solidarity. 

Canada has made attempts to start this process of decolonization and now prides itself on 

being a multicultural nation; differences between ethnic communities are to be respected, and 

minorities are protected by law. The cultures that make up our multicultural country are often 

siloed however; while we may accept that different cultures make up our nation, our daily 

interactions are often much more about sharing the material aspects of culture, such as food or 

clothing, than about sharing values or ideas. As we, hopefully, move towards increased 

understanding and building strong relationships through the sharing of ideas and values we will 

move beyond siloed multiculturalism to become more interculturally competent.  

This movement toward interculturalism can be enhanced through the use of narrative. In 

the inherently cross-cultural environment that Indigenous students experience in higher 

education in Canada, narrative is a natural bridge between Western and Indigenous pedagogy, as 

it is a teaching method that is congruent with both Western and Indigenous knowledges. 

Narrative is a teaching strategy that is common to all cultures and has been used successfully to 

teach a wide variety of subjects including literature, reading and writing (Kosa, 2008; Sipe, 

2007), history (Kennett, 2013), culture (McKeough et al., 2008), art (Greene, 1994), mathematics 

(Kosa, 2008), developmental psychology (Gjems, 2010), teaching and research (Lyle, 2000; 

Savin-Badin & Van Niekerk, 2007), genetics and microbiology (McQuiggan, Robison & Lester, 
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2010), and health (Lindgren & McDaniel, 2012), including training for speech language 

interventions with children experiencing hearing loss (Inglebret, Jones & Pavel, 2008). Narrative 

has also been shown to be an effective tool for teaching and learning intercultural competence: in 

art students (Greene, 1994), in educators (Briggs, 2010; Eng, 2006; Lyle, 2000), in social 

workers (Carter-Black, 2007), and in prison inmates (Butcher, 2006). Lyle (2000) references a 

growing recognition of the importance of narrative in other fields as well: “law, economics, 

politics, philosophy and the history of science” (p. 54). As narrative teaching can increase 

intercultural competence in students and educators, it can also help to support Indigenous student 

success and promote the decolonization of educational curriculum. One such example is the 

creation and sharing of culturally responsive musical stories in Nunavut Arctic College’s 

Teacher Education Program (Russell, 2006). Here student teachers created culturally relevant 

musical stories to be used as part of their own teaching of Inuit children, thus promoting 

decolonization; as Russell (2006) explains: “curriculum work is political work, and in the North, 

decolonizing the curriculum […] involves helping Inuit teachers to move Inuit experience to a 

more central place in Inuit schools” (p.27). 

Research into the effects of narrative use in classrooms can help to confirm that 

employing Indigenous pedagogies, such as narrative, is a practical strategy for decolonizing 

education and building stronger communities. Multicultural research has historically been biased 

toward Western ideology (Milligan, Stanfill, Widyanto & Zhang, 2011), but diversity is a 

positive aspect of human society (Aragon & Brantmeier, 2009), and pluralistic educational 

institutions offer us the opportunity to both study and embrace diversity, particularly in light of 

the current move to “Indigenize the academy” (Mihesuah & Wilson, 2004). This can, and should, 
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involve incorporation of local knowledges with Western ideas, especially as continued failure to 

do so impoverishes us all (Jiang, 2008). Multicultural research necessitates a “careful, respectful, 

non-dominating” (Burbules & Rice, 1991, p. 408) approach to our interactions. Metcalfe (2008) 

sums it up well: “Any inquiry, to be ethical, should ensure it gives a voice to all those involved” 

(p. 1094). 

Watch	the	Smoke	

 My name is Karen Irene Taylor but, because I was the youngest, my family called me kit 

(which just means baby – think fox kit or beaver kit). My mother came from the Mi’kmaq people 

of Nova Scotia and the Magdalen Islands. My father was a British Rom who came to Canada as 

a toddler; he grew up among the Blackfoot (Blood and Peigan), and the Stoney-Nakoda peoples 

of southern Alberta, and was adopted by a Nez Perce family. I was born in the Treaty 7 area of 

southern Alberta, but I spent most of my formative years among the First Nations and Inuit in the 

Canadian arctic – the North West Territories and Yukon. I now live and work in Edmonton, 

Alberta (Treaty 6 area). 

 Growing up, our Indigenous heritage was seldom spoken about inside our home, and 

never outside of it. Our cultural identity went underground, so to speak. In silence we lived the 

subsistence hunter-gatherer lifestyle that is common to many Indigenous peoples, and were 

taught to live according to Indigenous values and beliefs. 

 One of those values is the honouring of our oral traditions. So here I shall tell you my 

Story About Stories… When I was about 10 or 11 years old my father, for some reason that I did 

not understand, told me that I had to “learn to watch the smoke.” So I would often sit by the fire 

and literally watch the smoke – with no idea why or what I was supposed to be seeing. But it was 
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a very “meditative” practice, if you will – they were peaceful moments. I often felt very open to 

experience, be it the patterns of smoke on the winds, the smells of whatever was cooking on the 

fire, the crackling of the burning wood. Very often there would be people talking and I would 

just listen. My father was a great storyteller, and I heard him tell many stories by virtue of just 

being there and listening. These were all experiences I was having while I “practiced” watching 

the smoke, although I still didn’t really understand what I was supposed to be doing or why. 

 

 

Figure 1: Watch The Smoke (Taylor, 2015) 

 A few years later, when I was in the throes of adolescent angst, I went to my dad to 

complain about someone. In this instance I was feeling particularly misunderstood, and very 

upset by it. When I was done crying to my father about this person who kept insisting that things 

were only as she saw it and was not interested in anything I had to say, he just looked at me for a 
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few moments. When he finally spoke it was in a tone that was plainly asking me to let it go and 

forgive her. “Well, she has never learned to watch the smoke,” he said. 

  This moment was hugely impactful for me. Each of the memories and ideas I had built up 

in my mind about why I was watching campfire smoke seemed to tip over and collide like 

dominoes in my mind. That was when I understood that, as pleasant as watching a fire burn 

might be, Watching the Smoke is actually a metaphor for learning to be quiet, for letting your 

mind be open to experiencing the world around you. And a large part of that experiencing is 

listening – really listening – to the stories of others.  

  That moment sparked a journey of discovery for me. I began seeking out the stories of 

others in earnest. All the legends, folk tales, myths in the world seemed to shed a light on the 

cultures that were part of my heritage, as well as on cultures and cosmologies that were not my 

own. And this has continued throughout my life. Watching the Smoke has helped me to better 

serve people as a hospital chaplain, it has helped me to facilitate change in counselling clients, 

particularly through the use of narrative therapy, and it has helped me as a teacher to connect 

with my students from around the world. 

  That is the backdrop – the rationale – for my research journey. Both the community 

research pilot project that resulted in the Culturally Responsive Teaching Manual used in this 

research, and this research project itself, are based upon the idea that hearing another’s story has 

the power to build bridges. Building bridges between people can build bridges between cultures, 

between Ways of Knowing. This was my belief – my researcher bias. 

  My research journey has been fraught with unforeseen perils, such as doing a literature 

search that included reliving some of the traumas of my past. Occasionally, there were also 
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unforeseen joys, such as reading now published stories that I had heard told orally in my 

childhood: stories of and by and about people that had been friends of my parents in days gone 

by. Through it all emerged the necessity for openness and honesty about my own cultural 

identity. The journey was often painful, and there were many days when I did not think I could 

continue. But then I would think of my parents and the many things they had done for me, and in 

my need to honour them I would pick myself up and begin again. Throughout, this work has 

been done with gratitude, for my parents and for all the elders who have ever taken the time to 

tell stories and make space for children to learn. Wela'lioq. 

Indigenous	Education	in	Canada	

 For Indigenous populations in Canada, education is an area of particular importance 

(Taylor 2016). Indigenous students struggle with school attendance, performance (Goulet & 

Goulet, 2014) and completion. The education levels, and corresponding employment and income 

rates, of Indigenous peoples are therefore lower than those of the non-Indigenous population 

(Statistics Canada, 2008, 2011). Although the education levels for all of the population have 

increased over the years, the post-secondary education gap between non-Indigenous and 

Indigenous Canadians is not only not decreasing, it may even be increasing: “Indigenous PSE 

attainment was 65% of the non-Indigenous PSE attainment in 1996, 70% in 2001, 72% in 2006, 

and 68% in 2011” (Gordon & White, 2014). As employment in numerous sectors now requires a 

post-secondary education, academic success for members of Indigenous communities becomes 

even more important. The issues faced in Indigenous education affect all of society in social and 

economic spheres (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009). As stated by Danyluk and Sheppard 

(2015), “failure to address the issues involved [racism, oppression, poverty, stereotypes, 
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residential schools] with Indigenous education affects all Canadians, as poor education outcomes 

can result in reduced tax bases [taxable community wealth] and restricted labour pools. Both of 

those factors can contribute to a massive economic burden placed on Canadian society as a 

whole” (p. 7). In Saskatchewan alone, the Indigenous education gap is estimated to cost the 

province over one billion dollars a year (MacPherson, 2016). Investments into Indigenous 

education strategies to address the education gap and promote engagement of Indigenous people 

in the Canadian economy will result in increased wealth across the nation (Gordon & White, 

2014). 

 The Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) outlines 

the devastating effects of the residential school system on Canadian Indigenous peoples, and puts 

forth calls for action that require appropriate responses from educational institutions and 

educators alike (TRC, 2015). Appropriate responses require increased intercultural 

understandings; research into ways to improve our interculturality can positively affect the 

success rates of Indigenous students. Improving learning outcomes for Indigenous people – 

Canada’s fastest growing population (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009; Danyluk & 

Sheppard, 2015) – will change the face of our future. However, our “dialogue across differences” 

must be based on respectful interactions, particularly as respectful relationships with “all my 

relations” form the basis of Indigenous culture, and therefore of Indigenous research. 

Research	Gap	

 Research in the area of multicultural or cross-cultural relations is increasing, but 

educational practices still do not adequately meet the needs of Indigenous students (Banks, 2004; 
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Lomawaima, 2004; Tippeconnic, 1990). Further research into ways to improve intercultural 

competence, and positively affect the success rates of Indigenous students, is needed. 

Multicultural education is concerned with providing education in such a manner that no one is 

disadvantaged through gender, race, class or ethnicity (Banks, 2004). As all people think and 

learn in story form, and as storytelling has always been part of Indigenous life and teaching 

(Eder, 2007; McKeough, et al., 2008; Mucina, 2007), narrative is an effective strategy for 

teaching Indigenous students in a way that is culturally relevant. It is also an effective strategy 

for teaching non-Indigenous students about Indigenous culture, thereby improving intercultural 

relationships. In the words of Lewis Asimeng-Boahene (2010), “in this global era, if we are to 

understand ourselves and others, we need to teach the interconnectedness of human experiences 

by fostering alternative visions of reality that can be referenced by advancing the use of 

indigenous pedagogies, such as storytelling, proverbs, legends and myths” (p. 439).  In my work 

as an educator I have seen the power of narrative to bypass both language barriers and cultural 

differences. This led me to wonder how we might prove that teaching with Indigenous narrative 

pedagogy can improve intercultural competence. 

Research	Question	

 In our climate of increasing ethnic and cultural diversity, educators, as well as other 

professionals, must improve their intercultural competencies (Sommer et al., 2009). Since 

research has shown the power of narrative to promote intercultural competence, sensitivity and 

understanding among students, I chose to measure changes in the levels of intercultural 

competence in students after employing narrative teaching. The specific question guiding this 

research was: Can Indigenous narrative pedagogy a) increase intercultural sensitivity in a 
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measurable way and b) increase understanding of Indigenous issues and cultures in a cohort of 

adult post-secondary students in Northern Alberta? 

Research	Purpose	and	Outcomes	

 The purpose of this study was to confirm that employing Indigenous narrative pedagogy 

is a practical strategy for decolonizing education and building stronger communities, both within 

the education system's community of practice and the community at large (Goodson and Gill, 

2011). The setting in which I chose to conduct this research is post-secondary adult education.  

The educational setting is one in which we have obvious underlying assumptions, such as the 

idea that one person has something to teach and another has something to learn. An awareness of 

this assumption becomes important in this research topic as I believe a true “meeting of the 

minds” has the possibility of turning this assumption on its head – such that the roles of 

teacher/student become background and the insight or connection becomes foreground. This 

hearkens back to the circular relationships of Indigenous worldviews, and I suspect that the 

moments when this reversal occurs might be an important indicator of a pivotal point in a life 

story. The narrative connections that nurture an experience of learning and change can easily be 

found in an educational atmosphere. Such engagement enhances learning (Hart, et al., 2011; 

Bourner & Millican, 2011), particularly as narrative allows us to “transcend culture-specific 

boundaries and enhance multicultural understanding” (Sommer et al., 2009, p.211).

 Another benefit of using an educational setting for this enquiry is that learning is the 

stated purpose and motivation of education. The final reason for choosing an educational setting 

for this research was the possible benefits to the educational system itself – namely an increased 

insight into the ways we can improve curriculum, assessment instruments and the presentation of 
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ideas so as to increase student success, satisfaction and retention, as well as provide ways to 

facilitate the personal and professional growth of teachers. 

 Possible outcomes of this research project include: 

 • Confirmation that employing Indigenous pedagogies is a practical strategy for use in 

 decolonizing education and building stronger communities 

 • Development of practical strategies to aid in the Indigenization of educational 

 institutions 

 • Implementation of intentional narrative learning strategies, and/or other Indigenous 

 pedagogies in curriculum development 

 • Increased success of Indigenous students through the use Indigenous pedagogies, and  

 • Expanded intercultural competence, both of educators and students in post-secondary 

 education through the intentional use of narrative pedagogy 

 Although this study began in an educational setting, the possibilities of applying this 

research to other fields, such as business, sociological and anthropological studies, politics, law 

and/or immigration policies, also exist. This research also has implications for cross cultural 

communications and intercultural studies. As changes in individuals inevitably affect society and 

social structures (Taylor, 2007), one end result of this research is to help close the “Aboriginal 

gap” in education, and thereby positively affect the educational success, occupational 

opportunities and socio-economic status, and resulting health, of Indigenous communities. 

Another positive outcome of this research is to provide a way for some of the issues in 

Indigenous and/or cross-cultural education to be openly discussed by students and addressed by 

educators.  
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CHAPTER	TWO:	LITERATURE	REVIEW	

 Literature selected for this review focuses on two main themes. The first is the 

relationship between culture and knowledge, including ways of knowing and Indigenous 

knowledge, pedagogy and research. The second theme examines the importance of narrative to 

culture and to education. Although each subtopic (culture, knowledge, Indigenous ways, learning 

and narrative) can be, and have been, extensively examined separately, it is only when 

considered together that a cohesive picture of the relationship between these topics becomes 

more apparent. 

Culture	as	Knowledge	

 Culture and cultural diversity are celebrated throughout Canada. Traditional definitions 

of culture are often based on differences in language, ethnicity, or country of origin. But culture 

is more than “diet, dress and dance;” culture is about symbolic meaning making and how we, as 

a people, construct and communicate those meanings between ourselves. According to Koch 

(2009), there are three difficulties with defining culture. The first is our inbuilt assumption of 

difference. Although it is recognized that culture is a symbolic, or imagined, rather than a natural 

construction, our assumptions of difference perpetuate dichotomies. The second difficulty arises 

from the many and varied options that each individual person must navigate in choosing their 

own identity. The plethora of choices makes any discussion of similarities and differences quite 

complicated. The third difficulty is that, although cultures are dynamic entities, culture is closer 

to the traditional than to the new or innovative. Yet our cultures are evolving in a modern world 

full of change processes and this makes the concept of culture itself difficult to articulate.  
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These issues are compounded when one considers cross-cultural communication. 

 Communications or communicative actions are not adequately defined or described in 

such a way as to address the “various intentions of communicating” (Koch, 2009, para.6). This 

complicates intercultural communication and competence research. 

The idea of anthropologist Fredrik Barth regarding “culture as knowledge” offers a 

paradigm to address these difficulties. Barth’s writings in social and cultural anthropology posit 

culture and knowledge as similar concepts (Koch, 2009). Culture and knowledge are often 

treated as separate entities and their intrinsic relationship not taken into account. When one 

approaches the culture-knowledge dichotomy from the paradigm of culture as knowledge, 

opportunities for new understandings of intercultural communication and competence become 

possible. Understanding culture as knowledge involves recognizing how knowledge functions in 

human activity. 

Knowledge gives a person the ability to choose their identity, to structure their 

understanding of how the world works and how they choose to be and to act within that world. It 

gives them a set of ideas about the world, ways in which to represent those ideas, and ways to 

communicate or transmit their ideas. Knowledges are experience-based, but are constructed 

within traditions and communities of practice. Knowledge is a basic human attribute that 

includes all of the ways we perceive reality. A knowledge base is what constitutes a way of being 

and is therefore the essence of a culture. Communication is related to knowledge-culture as it is 

the way of knowledge-culture transmission and acquisition; our communications are made up of 

our stories (Koch, 2009), and this communication is the process through which we perceive and 

define reality. 
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The relevance of knowledge-culture might best be determined through an analysis of 

communications within situational interactions (Koch, 2009). Culture and communication are 

intrinsically involved in the constructive process of “reality-building;” communication is culture 

making and culture is communication-making. Only in the analysis of the communications, or 

narratives, can culture be determined. The anthropology of knowledge paradigm brings a new 

perspective to the analysis of culture, and therefore to intercultural research. Intercultural 

communication is no longer about ethnicity, language, religion or nationality; it is now about 

diverse knowledges within and between people in societies. Intercultural communication 

becomes central to societal growth as individual knowings/actions impact the production of 

societal/cultural processes. With a stronger emphasis on the processes by which culture is 

produced (through shared knowledges), tradition becomes a reference point rather than a 

restrictive framework of cultural standards (Koch), and our everyday references to organizational 

or professional cultures (e.g. the culture of nursing) take on greater meaning. 

Changing the reference points regarding interculturality results in a situation where 

cultural references are no longer so (seemingly) obvious; what culture or sub-culture/knowledge 

group, among the many, might we be referring to? The common explanation of “culturalization” 

as being at the root of communication issues might actually be an oversight or non-recognition of 

problems with communication competence. We may indeed see more situations in which it is 

correct to say that “different cultural traditions do not matter” (Koch, 2009, para. 28). Perhaps it 

is, as Koch points out, that our knowledge bases are similar, but our emotional responses to these 

knowings are vastly different. Here the affective or emotional is presented as a knowledge base 

that is now knowledge as a way of feeling or responding.  
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Bennett and Castiglioni (2004) speak of these cognitive and affective components of 

culture as “embodied ethnocentrism” (p. 249). Bennett and Castiglioni posit that ethnocentrism is 

not only a psychological position, but a physical one as well. This goes beyond the purely 

cognitive construct of culture as it is defined in much of Western thought. Embodied 

ethnocentrism means “the idea of culture cannot be separated from our direct [physical] 

experience” (Bennett & Castiglioni, p. 253). In both a physical and a metaphorical sense we “get 

a feel for” culture; our comfort level and feelings of appropriateness are measures of how well 

we are able to move interculturally, or adapt to another culture. Cultural adaptation therefore 

involves physiological adaptation as well; “it is not so much what the patterns are, but how we 

feel [about] them” (Bennett & Castiglioni, p. 258) that determines our level of interculturality, or 

intercultural competence. Taylor (1994) defines intercultural competence as an “adaptive 

capacity based on an inclusive and integrative worldview” (p. 154). An inclusive and integrative 

worldview notwithstanding, descriptions of culture shock experienced by research participants 

placed in cultural situations foreign to them include a list of uncomfortable emotions: fear, 

embarrassment, and frustration, as well as loneliness (Taylor, 1994). Research participants also 

reported “feeling out of control and struggling to regain a balance” (Taylor, 1994, p. 161); 

descriptors that refer to both physical feelings and cognitive evaluations. These feelings are often 

precursors to change: “cultural disequilibrium is the catalyst for change and its emotional nature 

is the driving force that pushes the participant to become interculturally competent” (Taylor, 

1994, p. 161). 

 Cultural disequilibrium is not strictly enough to learn intercultural competence. Critical 

self-reflection and communication also play a part. It is important to recognize that there is a 
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relationship between difference and sameness analogous to that of a door being open or closed or 

somewhere in between – they are aspects of the same phenomena. Respectful dialogue between 

people is always needed. Communication across differences (knowledge-cultures) is necessary in 

any cross-cultural context and particularly in education. Educational institutions can be excellent 

forums for dialogue; it is incumbent upon us as educators to critically examine our habits and 

their level of helpfulness (or not) in promoting an environment that fosters the growth of the 

communication virtues that exemplify open discourse. It is also incumbent upon us to recognize 

that not all differences are obvious. Sometimes people are part of invisible minorities; we need to 

allow others the opportunity to safely state who they are. The spectrum of possible 

understandings and connections resulting from dialogue across differences requires that “careful, 

respectful, non-dominating” (Burbules & Rice, p.408) approach to our interactions, in every 

setting. 

 Ways	of	knowing.	Psychologist Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences 

addresses ways of knowing or learning and understanding one’s environment. He has proposed 

that nine different kinds of intelligence are at play in the context of what and how we learn; these 

affect both what we know and how we know it. These different ways of knowing, or types of 

intelligence, include linguistic, spatial, kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, 

logical/mathematical, musical, naturalistic, and spiritual/existential (Gardner, 2009; Huffman, 

Younger & Vanston, 2013). Linguistic intelligence refers to an affinity for language, including 

reading, writing and speaking. Spatial intelligence is a capacity for three-dimensional thinking 

and is manifested in an ability to mentally manipulate objects or develop cognitive maps. 

Kinesthetic intelligence involves the use of our vestibular senses and body awareness; knowing 
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where one’s body is in space. Interpersonal intelligence reflects social skills, and the ability to 

form and maintain relationships. Intrapersonal intelligence involves an awareness and 

understanding of one’s self. Logical/mathematical, or quantitative intelligence, is used for linear 

thinking and problem solving, seeing patterns and making connections that others might miss. 

Musical intelligence is related to mathematical intelligence and to linguistic intelligence, but 

rather than understanding the language of mathematics, one understands the language of music 

and is very acoustically aware. Naturalistic intelligence reflects sensitivity to one’s environment, 

particularly the natural world, and an ability to notice subtle differences among things. Spiritual 

or existential intelligence refers to an ability to contemplate the whys of one’s own existence, or 

the existence of others, and what meaning might be found in such existence. This intelligence 

involves being very aware of the spiritual aspects of being human. 

 As Western science moves beyond linear thought and explanations into “fractal 

geometry, holographic images and the sciences of chaos and complexity” (Barnhardt & 

Kawagley, 2005, p. 12), the inter-relatedness of all things becomes ever more evident. 

Consideration of both Indigenous ways of knowing and Western ways of knowing as well as 

documented types of intelligence can more fully inform our “understanding of the learning 

processes that occur within and at the intersection of diverse worldviews and knowledge 

systems” (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005, p. 9). Valuing multiple perspectives is the realm of 

Etuaptmumk, or Two-Eyed Seeing. Two-Eyed Seeing, as described by Mi’kmaq elder, Albert 

Marshall of Nova Scotia, is: 

the gift of multiple perspective treasured by many aboriginal peoples and explains that it 

refers to learning to see from one eye with the strengths of Indigenous knowledges and 
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ways of knowing, and from the other eye with the strengths of Western knowledges and 

ways of knowing, and to using both these eyes together, for the benefit of all (Bartlett, 

Marshall & Marshall, 2012). 

A diagram depicting the intersection of Indigenous and Western knowledge ways of knowing is 

presented in Figure 2 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Intersection of Western and Indigenous Ways of Knowing 

 When considering the above diagram in light of Gardner’s multiple types of intelligence 

one can see that logical/mathematical or quantitative intelligence is more heavily represented in 

Western knowledge systems, while naturalistic and existential intelligence is more heavily 

represented in Indigenous knowledge systems. An integration of these ways of knowing – using 

two-eyed seeing – provides us with a more complete picture of our capacity for learning and 
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knowing. Barnhardt and Kawagley (2005) state that “documenting the integrity of locally 

situated cultural knowledge and skills and critiquing the learning processes by which such 

knowledge is transmitted, acquired, and utilized […] will also open opportunities to better 

understand learning in all its manifestations, thereby informing educational practices for the 

benefit of all” (p. 20). Documenting requires research; some appropriate research themes 

include: Indigenous ways of knowing or epistemologies, culturally responsive pedagogy – 

contextual learning, Indigenous language learning, cross-generational learning and the role of 

Elders, place-based education, Native science – sense-making, cultural systems, complexity and 

learning, and Indigenizing research in education (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005, pp. 18-20). 

Research addressing these issues must be undertaken “in an integrated, cross-cultural, and cross-

disciplinary manner, with a strong Indigenous influence” (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005, p. 18).  

 Indigenous knowledge, pedagogy and research.	Indigenous knowledges are 

experiencing increasing respect, not only for the balance and benefits they offer to Western 

science, but also as exemplary models of holistic teaching, learning and living. If one could make 

a generalization about Indigenous culture, it would be that Indigenous cultures are based on 

relationships and respect (Wilson, 2008). It is these connections that facilitate learning, as 

“establishing a personal relationship (reaching the heart) is what allows real learning (teaching 

the mind) to take place” (Goulet & Goulet, 2014, p.32, parentheses in the original). In these 

relationships we see that “Indigenous knowledge is both empirical (that is, based on experience) 

and normative (that is, based on social values)” (Battiste, 2002, p. 19). Indigenous thought sees 

the world/reality as a living and fluid universe: “the whole cosmos is conceived of elements that 

balance against each other – through their differences – and thus create equilibrium” (Marcos, 
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2005, p. 271). Culture is therefore not unchanging but responsive to relationships in/with the 

environment. Indigenous beliefs and cultures include such things as “collective collaboration for 

communal tasks, spiritual leadership of women in rituals, political representation as service to 

the community rather than as means of acquiring power and wealth, respect for the wisdom of 

elders, and consensus decision-making” (Marcos, 2005, p. 268). The relationships one has in and 

with the environment reflect an “interconnectedness of all beings [the awareness of which is a] 

mode of being in the world” (Marcos, 2005, p. 276). Shawn Wilson (2008) clearly explains the 

importance of relationship in Indigenous culture:	

An Indigenous epistemology has systems of knowledge built upon relationships between 

things, rather than on the things themselves. Indigenous epistemology is more than 

merely a way of knowing […] It is important to recognize that the epistemology includes 

entire systems of knowledge and relationships. […] Indigenous epistemology is our 

systems of knowledge in their context, or in relationship. […] Rather than viewing 

ourselves as being in relationship with other people or things, we are the relationships we 

hold and are a part of (pp. 74; 80). 

 The web of relationships that characterize the dynamics of Indigenous knowledges 

include knowledge of languages, knowledge of local ecologies, and knowledge of specific 

cultural customs regarding the responsibilities, and transmission, of knowledge. 

 Indigenous knowledge is of course linked with education: “the relationship of Indigenous 

knowledge to the establishment and maintenance of individual and community wholeness is a 

primary precept of Indigenous education” (Battiste, 2002, p.30). Indigenous education is 

experiential; it is also personal, authentic and transformative, it is focused on individual abilities, 
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it is life-long and adaptable (Battiste, 2002). “Aboriginal epistemology is found in theories, 

philosophies, histories, ceremonies, and stories as ways of knowing. Aboriginal pedagogy is 

found in talking or sharing circles and dialogues, participant observations, experiential learning, 

modeling, meditation, prayer, ceremonies, or story telling as ways of knowing and learning” 

(Battiste, 2002, p. 18).  

 Indigenous knowledge systems have gained increased acknowledgement, particularly in 

the arenas of scientific knowledge such as ecology, biological diversity and conservation, 

environmental studies and sustainable development. Yet, with notable exceptions – such as the 

sharing of culturally responsive musical stories in Nunavut Arctic College’s Teacher Education 

Program (Russell, 2006) mentioned earlier, and the implementation of knowledge sharing circles 

at NorQuest College, where this research was done – Canada’s educational system has been slow 

to respond to the value of, and the need for, inclusion of Indigenous knowledges into mainstream 

curricula, as “federal and provincial educational law, regulation, and practices have yet to 

implement or reconcile with the constitutional rights to teach Indigenous knowledge” (Battiste, 

2002, p. 13). Indigenous frameworks offer possibilities for innovations that include 

epistemologies that are more than just changes in teaching content or styles, but might also lead 

to different kinds of learning as well as different kinds of learners (Smith, 2005). Educational 

reform will require that we set aside any conscious or unconscious racism in our curriculum and 

in our teaching practices and actively incorporate Indigenous knowledges into our educational 

institutions.  

 One example of engaging the dynamism of Indigenous culture and learning in creative 

ways is a service learning model “that bases learning on students’ experience in community 
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service projects at the behest and direction of Native communities and agencies and that 

thoughtfully engineers students’ structured reflection on that service” (McNally, 2004, p. 609). 

This learning model is based on four principles of Ojibwe pedagogy: knowledge is at the service 

of the community, and Elders or knowledge keepers pass on this cultural knowledge through 

relational and ceremonial exchanges; knowledge taught and learned comes with responsibility to 

use that knowledge for the betterment of the community; learning is situated and experiential; 

and learning requires reflection and synthesis across categories of information. “Learning herbal 

knowledge, for example, involves plant biology, ecology, physiology, psychology, and some 

familiarity with the historical, economic, and social causes of illness, not to speak of appropriate 

ritual prayers and rehearsal of sacred narratives. […] In Ojibwe terms, one does not get a lecture 

purely on Ojibwe cosmology in the abstract; one gets cosmology embedded in the dense realities 

of peoples’ lives and with practical concerns of people’s well being in full view” (McNally, 

2004, p. 608). This model of service learning goes beyond theoretical knowledge to the realm of 

the experiential, thus making room for the real possibility of understanding “the necessary 

connection between knowledge and responsibility” (McNally, 2004, p. 614) that is part of 

Indigenous pedagogy.  

Another example of how Indigenous content is being included into our education system 

is the teacher training at Laurentian University. In addition to establishing relationships with 

Indigenous communities where their student teachers can experience Indigenous culture, 

Laurentian has incorporated Indigenous content into their teacher training. “All courses include 

sections on Aboriginal cultures, ways of knowing or history, and candidates must plan each 

lesson with consideration for FNMI [First Nations, Metis, Inuit] learners” (Danyluk & Sheppard, 
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2015, p. 9). This includes English Language Learner techniques for those students for whom 

English is not their first language. These measures, as well as the university’s efforts to become 

active within the Indigenous communities through student placement opportunities, better 

prepare teachers to teach Indigenous students. Another example of incorporating experiential 

learning is the University of Alberta, which has implemented a community service learning 

aspect into the Faculty of Arts program that allows students to work within various community 

organizations, some Indigenous and some not, that brings benefits to the students, the instructors, 

the community and the university itself. 

In every educational program there is always some corresponding form of assessment. 

Historically, educational assessments of Indigenous learners have not been reflective of the 

systems of learning within Indigenous culture. An Indigenous view of learning considers 

learning to be holistic, lifelong, experiential, communal, spiritual, rooted in Indigenous language 

and culture, and integrative of both Western and Indigenous knowledges (Canadian Council on 

Learning, 2009). The Canadian Council on Learning has developed a Holistic Lifelong Learning 

Management Framework that assesses informal as well as formal learning in a lifelong context 

congruent with Indigenous culture and perspectives on learning. This report provides measures 

of successes and challenges in Indigenous learning, and fills an important void, as “Aboriginal 

communities, governments and researchers recognize the need to forge a common, balanced 

understanding of what constitutes success in Aboriginal learning” (Canadian Council on 

Learning, 2009, p. 7). The Holistic Lifelong Learning Measurement Framework does this by 

assessing learning in three areas: sources and domains of knowledge, life-long learning, and 

community well-being. Sources and domains of knowledge refers to “sources and domains from 
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which an individual learns from and about: people (family, Elders, community), languages, 

traditions and ceremonies, spirituality, and the natural world. Western and Aboriginal knowledge 

and learning approaches also exist within this component” (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009, 

p. 14). The life-long learning journey “includes a wide range of formal and informal learning 

opportunities that occur in a number of settings (in and out of the classroom) and throughout four 

life stages” (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009, p. 14) from infants to elders. Community 

well-being measures “social, physical, economic, spiritual, political and health conditions” 

(Canadian Council on Learning, 2009, p. 14) in Indigenous communities. Educational 

assessments more congruent with Indigenous learning would address aspects of experiencing, 

reflecting, meaning-making and acting, as well as basic knowledge (Knudson, 2015). 

Using appropriate assessment techniques and integrating Indigenous knowledges into our 

curricula can bring cultural balance to our educational system and benefit both Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous students, provided the diversity of Indigenous knowledges are accounted for, the 

inner consciousness of Indigenous knowing is connected to the educational programs and 

practices, and teachers and researchers follow appropriate ethical and responsible knowledge 

construction and dissemination (Battiste, 2002). Indeed, Indigenous epistemologies have the 

potential to “lead to new kinds of educational experiences and outcomes and pose new research 

questions” (Smith, 2005, p. 93). 

Recognizing multiple ways of knowing in research begins with how we train our 

researchers (Knudson, 2015). While there is a need for Indigenous research and teaching to be 

led by Indigenous scholars, only 2% of current Canadian faculty members are Indigenous, so we 

will need to work together to accomplish the aspirations of the academy to Indigenize post-
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secondary education (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005; Goduka, 2012, Knudson, 2015). Working 

together will require that non-Indigenous teachers and students become educated about 

Indigenous issues and involved in the processes of reconciliation, research and Indigenization of 

our educational institutions. Student engagement in learning about research from an Indigenous 

worldview is important irrespective of culture and identity, and teaching research from an 

Indigenous worldview offers students potentially transformative experiences. 

 Embracing Indigenous worldviews means that social science research must move towards 

“embracing contextualising constructivism, participatory action research, multi-method research 

and indigenous-based science” (Goduka, 2012, p. 123). Three worldviews that impact research 

are the objectivist, the constructivist and the contextualist. An objectivist believes in the 

existence of “objective, absolute and unconditional truth that exists independent of the knower” 

(Goduka, 2012, p.124). A constructivist worldview posits that knowledge is socially constructed 

rather than existing independently of the person doing the ‘knowing’ or researching. A 

contextualist worldview holds that there is no one universal truth; reality is conceived by people 

within a social context and influenced by time, place and culture. The differences between these 

worldviews are important as they influence researcher perceptions, and therefore research 

design, data collection and analysis, as well as the dissemination of any “new knowledges.” It is 

the constructivist and contextualist worldviews, and therefore qualitative research paradigms 

such as advocacy/participatory action research that are most compatible with Indigenous science, 

which is: 

contextualist and holistic; spiritual; does not make distinctions between empirical and 

sacred; subjective and qualitative; and always depends on its context and particular local 
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conditions. It does not assume universal truth, and does not interpret reality on the basis 

of a linear conception of cause and effect, but rather as a world make up of constantly 

forming multidimensional cycles in which all elements are parts of an entangled and 

complex web of interactions (Goduka, 2012, p. 134-135). 

 Quantitative methodologies can also be compatible with Indigenous science when they 

develop research questions from an Indigenous framework and interpret statistical results in a 

way that honours Indigenous values and outlooks (Moreton-Robinson & Walter, 2009). Essential 

aspects of Indigenous research paradigms and methodologies are rooted in a common 

philosophical outlook that “recognizes all knowledge as socially situated, partial and grounded in 

subjectivities and experiences of everyday life” (Moreton-Robinson & Walter, 2009, p. 2). Karen 

Martin’s (2003) theoretical principles shared by Indigenous scholars are: 1. Recognizing our 

worldviews, our knowledges and our realities as distinctive and vital to our existence and 

survival, which serves as a research framework 2. Honouring Indigenous social mores as 

essential processes through which we live, learn and situate ourselves as Indigenous people in 

our own lands and in the lands of other Indigenous peoples 3. Emphasising the social, historical 

and political contexts that shape our experience, lives, positions and futures and 4. Privileging 

the voices, experiences and lives of Indigenous people and Indigenous lands (as cited by 

Moreton-Robinson and Walter, 2009, p. 3).  

A respectful, holistic and relational approach to research is very much a part of an 

Indigenous worldview. Relationships need to be respectful, authentic and reciprocal (Wilson, 

2008). In an Indigenous paradigm, as in a non-Indigenous paradigm, education is a key 

component in transmitting knowledge. Additionally, in an Indigenous paradigm teaching is 
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considered a sacred responsibility. Therefore when doing research with Indigenous peoples, it is 

important to remember that the “use of an Indigenous research paradigm when studying 

Indigenous peoples requires the holistic use and transmission of information” (Wilson, 2008, p. 

32). Research that is congruent with the “interconnectedness of all beings” (Marcos, 2005, p. 

276) is very much research as ceremony and “the purpose of any ceremony is to build stronger 

relationships (Wilson, 2008, p.137). 

The	Role	of	Narrative	in	Culture	and	Education	

 All cultural knowledges offer us information “about how we live and learn” (Heron, 

2009, p. 129). Human beings tell stories. We tell them to others, we tell them to ourselves. We 

tell stories about ourselves, and we tell stories about others (Fulghum, 1995; Schafer, 1981). The 

stories we tell contain the messages, and the meta-messages, that inform our understandings of 

who we are personally and who we are culturally (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994; Richmond, 

2002). “Story is the glue of human life” (Gottschall, 2013, p. 177); narrative is pervasive, it is 

meaning making, it lies at the roots of our cultures, it forms the basis of our personal identities, 

and it maintains our collective identities (Gongaware, 2003). 

Learning is constant – the formal and public learning that goes on in academia, and also 

the informal, and sometimes very private epiphanies that influence the way we make sense of our 

world.  From our private understandings to our larger interpersonal and cultural stories, 

narratives define us. Our learning and our self-identity are linked: “life, experience and education 

are intertwined” (Connelly, et al., 2003).  It is story that informs our belief system, it is story that 

defines us – intrapersonally, interpersonally and culturally.  As stated by Lawlor (2002): “If we 

want to find out how people make identities, make sense of the world and of their place within it 
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– if we want to find out how they interpret the world and themselves – we will have to attend to 

the stories they tell” (p.255).  Both in literature, and in oral traditions, it is story, and the impact 

of story, as well as the “AHA!” moments that change our story, that work to form and inform our 

personal and collective identities (Gongaware, 2003), shape our worldviews and personalities 

(White, 1981), guide our actions and interactions, as well as provide for our entertainment and 

our personal growth (Fulford, 1999). In the words of Christian Smith, “Narrative is our most 

elemental human genre of communication and meaning-making, an essential way of framing the 

order and purpose of reality” (Smith, C. 2009, p. 151-152).    

 Narrative	is	ubiquitous.	Human narratives are everywhere. Each moment that a 

connection is made, a story is born. These connections may be personal and cognitive only, or 

they may become oral and shared, they may be made either through time or through cause and 

effect (Gjems, 2010), but the moments that make up our lives continually give birth to stories. 

And, as humans experience the world and learn by making associations between events, the 

inevitable result is a “narrative saturated world” (Clark, 2010, p.4). Myths, fairy tales, tall tales, 

fables, legends, urban legends, folklore, parables, proverbs, history, literature, lies, biography, 

media, gossip, disputes, jokes, popular culture, small talk and big talk, political discourse, 

medical and legal discourse, religious traditions, family traditions, anecdotes, accounts of events, 

academic pursuits and science are some of the stories we tell ourselves (Asimeng-Boahene, 

2010; Carter-Black, 2007; Clark, 2010; Fulford, 1999; Lyle, 2000; Thornborrow & Coates, 

2005).  

Stories, or narratives, are universal phenomena. “Oral history and oral tradition are the 

oldest forms of history in all cultures in the world” (Goulet & Goulet, 2014, p.62). All cultures 
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tell stories (Carter-Black, 2007; Dyson & Genishi, 1994; Heath, 1994; Thornborrow & Coates, 

2005). Some of these stories are unique; some have themes that are in common with other 

cultures (Carter-Black, 2007). We tell ourselves stories for many reasons. Stories are how we 

entertain (Fulford, 1999), how we theorize or experiment with ideas (Heath, 1994), how we cope 

with hardship (Carter-Black, 2007), and how we heal (Edwards, 2009). Stories give us hope 

(Dyson & Genishi, 1994), help us to lead (Thornborrow & Coates, 2005), or mislead (Clark, 

2010), give us strategies for resistance (Edwards, 2009; Goulet & Goulet, 2014), and change. 

Stories help us communicate (Labov, 1997), remember, persuade, and even survive (Clark, 2010; 

Thornborrow & Coates), as “we all need stories to nourish our selves, to feed mind and heart” 

(Dyson & Genishi, 1994). Stories also tell us who we are. Our great and small tales combine 

with our experience to form our personal histories, because there is “no such thing as just a story. 

A story is always charged with meaning” (Fulford, 1999, p. 6, emphasis in the original).  

 Narrative	is	necessary.	Narratives are necessary, as “we all have a basic need for story, 

for organizing our experiences into tales” (Dyson & Genishi, 1994). We are a meaning-making 

species (Sommer, et al., 2009) and narratives are necessary to us as they are the tools through 

which our meaning making occurs (Clark & Rossiter, 2008; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Lyle, 

2000; McKeough, et al., 2008). In fact, narrative understanding is so important that it is likely 

“the major cognitive tool through which all human beings in all cultures make sense of the 

world” (Lyle, p. 53, italics in the original). As we make sense of the world around us we tell 

ourselves a story about who we are in that world. Narrative therefore becomes the means through 

which we “craft our sense of self, our identity” (Clark & Rossiter, 2008, p.62), and the means 

through which this identity is maintained (Bruner, 1994). Our life story (Bruner, 1994; Clark & 
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Rossiter, 2008) is formed as “memories, language and culture come together in the creation of a 

personal narrative” (McKeough et al., 2008, p.151). Narratives make us who we are. They make 

us storytellers; they make us human (Clark, 2010; Heath, 1994; Thornborrow & Coates, 2005). 

This is simultaneously a personal and a social phenomenon. 	

 Narrative	is	relational.	“Stories first arise in the context of relationship” (Dyson & 

Genishi, 1994, p.2). It is only in relationship to significant others (Thornborrow & Coates, 2005) 

and to the world around us that we can form a sense of self. “The storytelling self is a social self” 

(Dyson & Genishi, 1994, p.5), who forges relationships and a constantly evolving identity within 

a social and cultural context. From birth, or even before, we are socialized through narrative; we 

understand, perhaps innately (MacDonald, Whitman & Whitman, 2014; Thornborrow & Coates, 

2005), how to think narratively. We absorb the stories of our culture and through them we learn 

how to story ourselves. We become familiar, comfortable even, in the complex dynamics of our 

individual-cultural story.  Social interaction requires this understanding of narrative – whether 

tacit or explicit, as “all narratives are culturally bound” (Clark, 2010, p.3). It is narrative that 

deepens our understanding of our place in the social world – it tells us  “how others think, why 

they behave the way they do, and the implications people’s actions hold for others” (McKeough 

et al., 2008, p.150).   

Through narrative we learn what is appropriate to our time, place and culture. Through 

narrative we become members of a community, and through narrative we teach our children the 

same (Stanistreet, 2009). Our history is our story: “stories, practices, and ceremonies carry 

knowledge through multiple and countless generations” (Goulet & Goulet, 2014, p.63). Narrative 

is an essential aspect of human history and a pivotal structure in the fabric of human society 
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(Thornborrow & Coates, 2005). Narrative creates and maintains human communities; in a very 

important way, our narratives are our relationships; they are how we connect to one another. As 

individuals, and as a species, we have an integral need to experience connection. Rexroth (2003) 

as quoted by Bell & McCook (2004) refers to this as the “instinctive, enduring, biologically-

based human need for community” (p.207).  

Storytelling connects people (Dworkin, 2009; Edwards, 2009; Mucina 2007; Trahar, 

2009). Attending to the stories of others allows for the development of our “essential cognitive 

art, which is connection” (Bell & McCook, 2004, p.208).  From a biological perspective, this 

connection happens, at least in part, because of the mirror neurons in our brains, which allow us 

to feel what we see others feeling, to laugh when we hear another person laugh, or feel sad when 

we hear another cry (Huffman, Younger & Vanston, 2013). Mirror neurons are not only 

important for learning and memory, they are instrumental in developing empathy, and they are 

activated when we listen to stories (Gottschall, 2013). In listening to stories we (re) experience 

what the story character(s) experience, literally “mapping the bodily feelings of others onto [our 

own] internal bodily states” (Jabbi, Swart & Keysers, 2007, p. 1744). These shared experiences 

connect us whether the stories are true or fictional; they teach us about one another (Mar & 

Oatley, 2008). Attending to stories therefore makes us better people – more human, more 

empathic and more civic-minded; people with more empathy and better social skills (Gottschall, 

2013) who are more appreciative of diversity and less afraid of difference (Asimeng-Boahene, 

2010; Butcher, 2006; Dyson & Genishi, 1994; Fulford, 1999). Stories connect us to one another 

because “narratives represent a universal way of thinking and [they help] people to understand 

how the world is connected” (Gjems, 2010, p. 272).  
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Connections, or the building of relationship, happens in those moments when we are able 

to set aside or question our everyday assumptions and see the world from another point of view, 

or think about a situation in a new way (Cranton, 2002; Mezirow, 1990, 2007; O’Sullivan, et al., 

2002; Taylor, 2001; 2007), or, in other words, when we learn to tell a different story about life 

and about ourselves (Clark & Rossiter, 2008; Dyson & Genishi, 1994; Edwards, 2009; 

Thornborrow & Coates, 2005). Our re-storyings may be gradual and cumulative or sudden and 

epiphany-like, but they are always significant and transformative (Savin-Badin & Van Niekerk, 

2007). “Telling a different story means seeing and acting differently” (Thornborrow & Coates, 

2005, p.19), because we understand something, or someone (perhaps even ourselves) differently. 

We have a new relationship. A story is how “we learn something essentially human” (Connelly 

& Clandinin, 1990, p.8). Narrative is, quite simply, how we learn. 

 Narrative	is	pedagogy.	“Narrative and sense making and learning are all connected” 

(Clark, 2010, p.6); from fairy tales and fables to the theories espoused in higher education 

settings, “scholars agree that storytelling creates a learning situation” (Butcher, 2006, p. 197). 

Examples of successful narrative teaching abound: from the seemingly naturally narrative 

subject of history (Kennett, 2013) to the seemingly unnatural place of narrative in studies of 

trigonometry (Kosa, 2008), from socializing young children through the learning of 

“interactionally constructed narratives” (Gjems, 2010, p.275) to the relearning involved in prison 

rehabilitation programs (Butcher, 2006), from early literacy (Sipe, 2007; McKeough et al., 2008) 

to the integration of culturally based stories into a post-secondary program designed to teach 

speech language professionals how to help children with hearing loss (Inglebret, Jones & Pavel, 

2008), from cultural competency instruction in social work (Carter-Black, 2007, p.31) to online 
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learning of microbiology and genetics (McQuiggan, Robison & Lester, 2010), as well as media 

and public health (Lindgren & McDaniel, 2012), narrative has proven its efficacy as a teaching 

strategy. As MacDonald, Whitman & Whitman (2014) state: “current brain research increasingly 

offers support for the notion that our brains are wired for story and that narrative is an extremely 

effective way to fix ideas in the mind. In other words, story is an essential tool for teaching 

anything” (p.79). 

This has profound implications for education in cross-cultural situations. Stories give us 

insight into ourselves and into the lives of others (Briggs, 2010; Butcher, 2006; Carter-Black, 

2007; Eng, 2006; Greene, 1994; Savin-Badin & Van Niekerk, 2007), and are the most effective 

means of communicating descriptive and/or experiential knowledge (Clandinin & Connelly, 

1994; Fulford, 1999; Holloway & Jefferson, 2000; Richmond, 2002). Narrative then, as a 

common learning strategy, has the potential to benefit all students. Multicultural education, also 

called culturally relevant or culturally responsive teaching, antiracist teaching, teaching for 

diversity, and “teaching that is motivated by beliefs of social justice” (Asimeng-Boahene, 

2010,p. 436) provides an optimum setting for cross-cultural learning. Narrative is a particularly 

effective teaching strategy in such a setting: “Within multicultural or antiracist education the 

importance of story and, through story, the development of the affective, has been 

acknowledged” (Lyle, 2000, p. 56). When narrative teaching and learning strategies are 

employed in multicultural education, students are better able to “construct an understanding of 

the lifeworld of others (Savin-Badin & Van Niekerk, 2007, p.468). Clearly, storytelling is an 

ancient art (Stanistreet, 2009), and an ancient teaching strategy as well; in a very real way, 

“education depends on narrative” (Fulford, 1999, p. 38). 
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Intercultural	Development	

 Mitchell Hammer (2016) defines intercultural competence as “the capability to shift 

cultural perspective and appropriately adapt behavior to cultural differences and commonalities” 

(p. 28). The development of intercultural abilities was charted in 2004 by Bennett & Bennett 

(2004) as a Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS). The DMIS explains 

“stages of increasing sensitivity to cultural difference” (Bennett & Bennett, 2004, p. 152). The 

premise associated with this is that each stage represents changing attitudes and behaviours 

evident in cross-cultural situations as our experience of difference expands. This is accompanied 

by growth in self-awareness and in a deeper understanding of others. Increasing levels of 

experience, and of cognitive growth and adjustment, are reflected in changes in worldview and in 

increased intercultural sensitivity. Ethnocentric stages are more oriented to denying or avoiding 

cultural differences, while ethnorelative stages are more oriented towards seeking cultural 

differences (Bennett, 2004). Adaptation of the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity 

into the Intercultural Development Continuum® (IDC) has resulted in a model of intercultural 

development that describes experiences of interculturality, and identifies areas or tasks for 

continued growth in interculturality.  Each stage of development represented on the IDC is 

characterized by both intercultural understandings and challenges. The IDC is a theoretical 

approach that attempts to understand an individual’s intercultural perspective as it develops from 

his or her own interpersonal experience. There is no judgement of right or wrong, better than or 

less than, but rather an explanation of what happens in intercultural relations as a function of 

knowledge and experience. Although a Western worldview might judge Acceptance as better 

than Minimization, this kind of judgement is not the point of the IDC. The purpose of the IDC is 
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to understand how one’s point of view can change over the course of intercultural development. 

This attitude makes the IDC a theory that is congruent with standpoint epistemology, and 

therefore with Indigenous practices that posit and value knowledge and experience as locally 

situated, and valuable for what it is, in its own time and place. 

 The first level of the IDC is characterized by an attitude of denial or avoidance of cultural 

differences; this stage is named Denial. A person in a Denial orientation misses signs of cultural 

difference as they have limited experience with, or interest in, other cultures. Differences are 

perceived as personal, rather than cultural, attributes. The second level of the IDC, called 

Polarization, involves a defensive position regarding differences, often resulting in a polarization 

of ideas about what is “right and wrong” in a situation. This judgment is a mark of Polarization, 

and it is more than a judgment of actions, it is also a judgment regarding a way of being or 

knowing. These types of evaluations often result in a divisive “us and them” view of culture. 

Polarization occurs both in situations where a person views their culture as superior to others and 

in situations where a person views another culture as superior to their own. The orientations of 

Denial, wherein one denies or is unaware of the differences between cultures, and Polarization, 

characterized by an awareness of “others” accompanied by discomfort with what seems a 

strange, or even “wrong,” way of being, are both categorized as monocultural mindsets – the 

frames of reference here are based on an understanding of only one culture. Denial is a place of 

surety – of knowing one’s own place and being comfortable in that. Upon becoming aware of 

other, different ways of being, one maintains the psychological comfort of Denial by aligning 

one’s self with what is perceived to be a “right” way of being – as opposed to its polar opposite, 

or “not right” way of being.  
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 As one becomes increasingly aware of and comfortable with the idea that not everyone is 

the same, monocultural views give way to a stage of Minimization. This stage of intercultural 

development is the one most commonly found in the world today (Hammer, 2016). In 

Minimization cultural differences are minimized in favour of emphasizing the similarities 

between people. Although people may be similar in such things as basic needs, assuming 

similarity in sociocultural areas, such as experiences, values and principles, can hinder deeper 

understandings. For example, people from socially dominant cultures might overlook differences 

in the experience of minorities with social authorities, while people from minority cultures might 

downplay or ignore the influences of their own culture in interactions with dominant society. 

 This too is a stage that clings to some degree of psychological comfort – a belief that we 

are all the same means that we all belong, and there is no need for conflict or discord; the focus 

on similarities in Minimization is actually a way of avoiding such conflict. On the other hand, the 

emphasis on sameness that occurs in Minimization can provide a psychologically safe place from 

which to explore the idea of differences between people that run deeper than material 

accouterments. Hence Minimization is a transitional stage that represents movement from a 

monocultural mindset into the arena of the more intercultural orientations of Acceptance and 

Adaptation (see Figure 3 below).  
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Figure 3: The Intercultural Development Continuum (Hammer, 2016, p.31) 

  

 Increased exposure to another culture can lead one to the IDC stage of Acceptance, 

characterized by a deeper understanding of cultural differences made through discovery rather 

than assumption. Although the Acceptance orientation is keenly aware and accepting of 

difference, cognitive knowing does not immediately translate into changes in behaviour. With an 

Acceptance mindset, a person is able to appreciate the differences between people even though 

they have not yet learned how to adopt different behavioural strategies themselves. In other 

words, one may be psychologically comfortable with difference, but is not yet physically 

comfortable enough to be different in their interactions. Even in those situations where the 

person behaves in a culturally appropriate way, the behaviours are often short-lived and sporadic, 

as they are performed with a sense of unnaturalness, or a feeling that they are behaving “this 

way” because it is correct in the social situation, rather than because it is natural to do so. 

However, the efforts to behave correctly in cross-cultural situations have internal as well as 
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social benefits. Practicing cultural behaviours is how we become comfortable within our own 

cultures, and, naturally, how we can learn to be at ease in another culture also. Recognizing and 

appreciating cultural differences necessitates an increased level of self-reflection, openness and 

awareness. From this place, one can more easily expand their knowledge of cultural frameworks, 

and move into an Adaptation orientation. In Adaptation, one is able to adjust perspectives and/or 

change their behaviours in interpersonal encounters so as to appropriately bridge cultural 

differences. This bridging is the defining characteristic of the level of Adaptation.  At this stage 

one is both psychologically and physically comfortable in cross-cultural situations, and able to 

integrate different cultures into one worldview, which results in an ability to fluidly move 

between cultures (Hammer, 2008; 2011) the way someone who is fluent in more than one 

language can move between languages.  

 It is important to note that reaching a stage of Adaptation in relation to one culture does 

not necessarily translate to being in the same stage, or state, with all cultures. It seems to be a 

common misconception that being bicultural, or becoming knowledgeable about a different 

culture translates into being interculturally competent with all cultures. Of course, this cannot be 

the case, since all cultures have their unique ways of being and knowing, and therefore knowing 

one or two or more does not mean that one understands all of the others. However, having gone 

through the developmental process once can give a person some basic “tools” that they can 

choose to apply to other cross-cultural situations. And, in the case of becoming more 

interculturally knowledgeable and/or sensitive in relation to Indigenous cultures in Canada, 

Adaptation might be considered analogous to Elder Albert Marshall’s concept of Two-Eyed 
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Seeing (Bartlett, 2012). Thus, intercultural development is an important step towards 

reconciliation. 

	 Measuring	Intercultural	Competence.	Intercultural competence is a needed skill in all 

arenas of human interaction, and so we need to have a method of measuring this competence. 

The Intercultural Development Inventory® (IDI) is a standardized test that measures levels of 

intercultural competence on the Intercultural Development Continuum (IDC). The IDI has been 

translated and back translated into seventeen languages, and cross-culturally validated. Back 

translation is the process of translating a document back into its original language in order to 

confirm the accuracy of the original translation. 

 The developmental orientations described on the IDC are present in all populations as a 

“normal” distribution, with the majority of people scoring within the range of Minimization (see 

Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4: The Intercultural Development Continuum Distribution (Hammer, 2016, p.145) 



 

BUILDING INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE 

51 

 

 As with other formats, such as IQ scores, IDI scores “represent standardized (z-score) 

scores where a score of “100” indicates the mean (50th percentile)” (Hammer, 2016, p. 143); 

however, in the case of the IDI, the standard deviation is 15. Each development orientation 

represents a range of scores (see Figure 5 below). 

 

 

Figure 5: Orientation Scores (Hammer, 2016, p.143) 

 

 It should be noted that the IDI measures are based on a developmental model; a person’s 

scores are not static, but change in accordance with changes in intercultural experience and 

corresponding changes in levels of intercultural competence. The IDI does not measure 

characteristics of personality, but rather the progression of a person’s (or group’s) attitudes and 

abilities in intercultural situations. In this way it is a responsive, and an objective, as well as a 

non-judgemental indication of a person’s intercultural competence or sensitivity. 

Intercultural	development	as	a	theoretical	framework. The Intercultural Development 

Continuum (IDC) and the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) together provide both a 

reasonable way of explaining cross-cultural attitudes and interactions, and a proven way to 

measure the changes in those attitudes and interactions. The process of growing in complexity of 

understanding – of having a more complex experience of similarity and difference – is a 

developmental process. The IDC, as a continuous development model, is therefore able to “meet 
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people where they are at” in an encouraging and non-judgmental way. As a non-hierarchical 

approach to measuring and understanding intercultural competence, using the IDI and the IDC is 

an approach that promotes equity, diversity, inclusion, and anti-racism (Harewood & Zemsky, 

2020). Based on the premise that culture is about ways of knowing and that narrative is how we 

universally communicate this knowing, the Intercultural Development Continuum presents itself 

as an appropriate model for analyzing the relationship between shared narratives and 

intercultural competence. For all these reasons, the IDC was used as the theoretical framework 

for this study.  
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CHAPTER	THREE:	METHODOLOGY		

 This research project was accomplished by employing a mixed methods paradigm. Mixed 

methods research, or multi-strategy research, is a term used to describe a research endeavour 

using more than one type of methodology; this approach can add depth and breadth to research 

data, as well as to the resulting knowledge and understanding (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 

2007).  Mixed methods research is essentially pragmatic in view: “The ultimate pragmatic test of 

the value of any study is not what methods are used, but whether it exhibits the fundamental 

characteristics of good research: commitment and rigor in execution; analytic sensitivity to 

theory and data; transparency and coherence in presentation; and importance to future human 

activity” (Yardley & Bishop, 2008, p.367). Mixed methods research provides “numerous forms 

of evidence from a variety of perspectives and methods” (Pearce, 2012, p.834), and is “a way of 

thinking [that] actively engages us with difference and diversity in service of both better 

understanding and greater equity of voice” (Greene, 1994, p.20).  

Doing intercultural research ethically means that the researcher must ensure that any 

research methods/methodologies employed are respectful of, and compatible with, different ways 

of knowing. Some research methodologies that are congruent with Indigenous ways of knowing 

include standpoint research – recognizing the socio-cultural influence on knowledge, community 

research – involving Indigenous community consent, participation and benefits to the 

community, and narrative research – utilizing story as method (Hart, 1995; Kovach, 2009, 

Wilson, 2008).  “Good numbers” statistical research (Moreton-Robinson & Walter, 2009, p.12) 

is another approach that refers to numbers that arise from a context that values Indigenous 

perspectives and are used to promote Indigenous well-being.  
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This dissertation research asks: Can narrative pedagogy a) increase intercultural 

sensitivity in a measurable way and b) increase understanding of Indigenous issues and cultures 

in a cohort of adult post-secondary students in Northern Alberta? It builds on the results from a 

community research pilot project (Taylor, 2017a), approved by the Red Deer College Research 

Ethics Board and conducted in 2017. That research involved collaboration with eleven 

Indigenous educators that confirmed the benefits of narrative teaching and suggested strategies 

for incorporating Indigenous pedagogies into current curriculum. The community research 

identified strategies that addressed education at levels of classroom, institution and government. 

This dissertation research examined four of the classroom strategies. They were: begin lessons 

with a story; use real life stories and case studies; encourage storytelling in students through 

reflection on their own stories and/or experiences; utilize imagination through visualization and 

“what if...?” questions, and provide seeds of a story for students to complete and/or allow 

students to problem-solve (Taylor, 2017a).  

Data collection methodologies chosen for this study were surveys, in the form of the 

Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) used as “good numbers” that seek to value all 

perspectives and promote Indigenous well-being (Moreton-Robinson & Walter, 2009), and 

narrative. The narrative data was collected from an online post-course focus group. Therefore all 

the research methodologies used in this project are congruent with Indigenous ways of knowing. 

As the course was offered online, “encouraging storytelling in students” was limited in this study 

to self-reflection exercises. The use of Indigenous myths and legends as well as personal stories, 

case studies, reflective exercises and assignments was expected to enhance understanding of 

Indigenous issues and cultures, as well as increase understanding of culture generally. 
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Sample		

 The data collection sampling strategy for this study was purposive and convenient, as 

well as self-selective. Participants were adult post-secondary students taking an online 

introductory sociology course, SOCI 1000, An Introduction to the Study of Society, at NorQuest 

College, a post-secondary institution in Alberta, Canada. All research participants were of legal 

age (eighteen years or older) and therefore able to give informed consent. Neither gender nor 

cultural background was a factor in selecting research participants. Although coffee cards were 

offered to participants, there was no monetary gain or scholastic gain for participants; rewards 

for participation were intrinsic to the act of contributing to research in the hopes of increasing 

interpersonal understandings. 

 The rationale for choosing an introductory sociology course is that the students were all 

studying the same course content at the same time. This introductory sociology course is taught 

by myself and one other instructor, so tracking the amount of narrative teaching and learning 

could be transparent. I had previously developed a culturally responsive teaching manual 

(Taylor, 2020) for incorporating Indigenous perspective and pedagogy into sociology and was 

able to use this manual to develop narrative teaching strategies and assessments, such as 

appropriate narratives and journal activities. The dual-role of researcher and teacher to the 

students is addressed later in the ethical considerations section of this chapter. 

 The study occurred over the course of a Spring (May-June) academic term. Registration 

for online cohorts of this course can vary from 10 to 30 students; in this project there were 23 

and 21 registrants in the two selected cohorts. One cohort (23 registrants) was selected for non-

narrative, or standard teaching, using non-narrative assessments. This standard class was used as 



 

BUILDING INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE 

56 

 

a control group. The other online cohort (21 registrants) was selected for narrative teaching and 

learning, using Indigenous content and narratives, and primarily narrative assessment 

instruments (see Tables 1 and 2 below); this class was the experimental group. The cohorts were 

similar in programs of study and in numbers of students in their first or second year of study (see 

Tables 3 and 4 below). 

 

Table 1: Course Grading for Standard Class 

Course Grading – Standard Class 

Assessment Instrument Weighting 

Chapter Quizzes (multiple choice) 30 % 

Fieldwork Assignment  30% 

Final Exam (multiple choice) 40% 

 

 

Table 2: Course Grading for Narrative Class 

Course Grading - Narrative Class 

Assessment Instrument Weighting 

Sociology Journal 30% 

Culture & Family Assignment 20% 

Fieldwork Assignment 20% 

Final Exam (short and long answer) 30% 
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Table 3: Programs of Study 

Program of Study Standard Class (N= 23) Narrative Class (N= 21) 

Practical Nurse 13 10 

Open Studies 8 10 

Therapeutic Recreation 2 0 

Social Work 0 1 

 

 

 

Table 4: Year of Study 

Year of Study Standard Class (N= 23) Narrative Class (N= 21) 

Year One 21 20 

Year Two 2 1 

 

 

 Similarity between the two cohorts in academic ability could not be pre-determined, but a 

comparison of final grades achieved for the course indicates that the two cohorts were similar in 

academic ability (see Table 5 below).  
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Table 5: Final Grades of Student Cohorts 

 

  

 The information on final grades is also presented visually in a bar graph (see Figure 6 

below) for ease of comparison. 

Letter 

Grade 

 

Grade 

Point 

Value 

Percentage 

Scale 
Description 

 

Standard 

Class 

N = 22 

 

Narrative Class 

N = 18 

A+ 4.0 95–100  1 0 

A 4.0 90–94 Excellent 1 1 

A– 3.7 85–89  1 2 

B+ 3.3 80–84  2 3 

B 3.0 75–79 Good 4 4 

B– 2.7 70–74  5 2 

C+ 2.3 67–69  1 1 

C 2.0 64–66 Satisfactory 0 0 

C– 1.7 60–63  1 1 

D+ 1.3 55–59  1 1 

D 1.0 50–54 Poor 0 0 

F 0.0 0–49 Failure 5 3 
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Figure 6: Final Grade Comparison 

  

 The ethnic background of the student cohorts is another measure that was not predictable, 

but a post-course survey question on citizenship, as measured by owning a passport from a 

specific country, was asked on the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI). The IDI results 

here show that the respondents in the standard class were about half Canadian (57%) and about 

half non-Canadian (43%). The narrative class had exactly half Canadian students and half non-

Canadian, at 50% each (see Figure 7 below). The IDI post-course survey of nationality shows 

again the similarities between the standard and narrative classes. Both classes were made up of 

students approximately half of whom were Canadian and half of whom were non-Canadian (the 

standard class 57% Canadian, and the narrative class 50% Canadian).  
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Figure 7: Post-course Country of Citizenship Survey 
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Data	Collection	

  Qualitative data was collected through an online post-course focus group; quantitative 

data was collected through the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) survey. The two 

different sections of students were selected to complete an IDI both pre- and post-course. A data 

collection and analysis timeline is presented in Table 6 below. 

 Survey.	The survey instrument used in this research was the Intercultural Development 

Inventory® (IDI), based on the Intercultural Developmental Continuum discussed above. The 

IDI survey can be used to measure the levels of intercultural sensitivity or competence on an 

individual level and/or a collective level. Increases in IDI scores can be interpreted as increases 

in interculturality as a person, or a group, gains increased knowledge and understanding, as well 

as intercultural skills and sensitivity.  

 The IDI provides quantitative data on interculturality as well as some demographic data. 

Sample items from the IDI are provided in Appendix 1. The IDI scores from surveys completed 

online by students was used in this research to measure each cohort’s level of interculturality, 

both pre and post-course. 

Focus	groups. A series of seven questions was asked in an online focus group format; 

participants were given the opportunity to answer these questions after they had completed the 

course.  One of the focus group questions asked the participants to rate their change in level of 

understanding of Indigenous cultures. As attitudes have both cognitive and affective 

components, the remaining six questions addressed cognition and emotions related to Indigenous 

cultures and/or the Indigenous content and presentation of such content in the course. See the 

forms in Appendix 1 for a complete list of the focus group questions. The narrative information 
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volunteered by participants in answering the focus group questions gave some qualitative context 

to the quantitative analysis of the IDI survey instrument. The data collection and analysis 

timeline is outlined in Table 6 below. 

Table 6: Data Collection and Analysis Timeline 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS TIMELINE 

 RESEARCH PHASE ACTIONS 

PRIOR TO 

REGISTRATION 

COURSE 

PREPARATION 

Indigenous content and narratives are added 

to the course content of the narrative or 

experimental class. 

Research and IDI information is added to the 

online platform of both courses. 

UPON 

REGISTRATION 

COURSE / 

RESEARCH 

INTRODUCTION & 

IDI REGISTRATIONS  

After registering in the course, but prior to the 

course start date, students are given 

information about the course and the research 

project, including information needed to take 

the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) 

online. 

WEEK 1 PRE-COURSE IDI Students who choose to participate take the 

pre-course IDI. 

WEEKS 3-8 COURSE DELIVERY Students access course material. 
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WEEK 9 POST-COURSE IDI Students who choose to participate take the 

post-course IDI. 

Final grades are submitted to the Office of the 

Registrar. 

WEEK 10 ONLINE FOCUS 

GROUP 

Focus group questions answered by students 

who choose to participate. 

FOUR WEEKS POST 

COURSE 

DATA ANALYSIS Data analysis of IDI scores (pre and post 

course) and of focus group data begins.	

SIX WEEKS POST 

COURSE 

 

DATA SYNTHESIS Write up of analyzed data begins. 

	

Data	Analysis	

 The quantitative survey data was analyzed for increases in intercultural competency as 

measured by the IDI. These data were tabulated and analyzed to assess the potential relationship 

between narrative teaching and increases in intercultural sensitivity as measured by IDI scores. 

The qualitative data obtained from the online focus group was made up of written answers to the 

focus group questions. These were transferred, exactly as written by the participants, into tables 

to be analyzed for themes related to experienced changes in interculturality, changes in cognitive 

understanding of Indigenous culture and/or Indigenous issues in mainstream Canadian society, 

and emotional responses to Indigeneity. Taken together these offer some insight into attitude 

changes and therefore increased intercultural competence, in the participants.	
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Validity	and	Reliability.	Credibility, or trustworthiness, as related to validity and 

reliability, of the qualitative portion of this research project was addressed through transparency, 

detailed documentation and triangulation (Flick, 2009). Triangulation was accomplished in this 

study through the use of more than one type of research method and using different kinds of data.		

 Quantitative IDI data can help to understand the relationship between learning and 

increased levels of intercultural sensitivity, or competence. Increases in IDI scores can be 

interpreted as increases in interculturality through increased knowledge and understanding. The 

IDI survey has shown significantly positive measures of validity and reliability across cultures 

(Hammer, 2008; 2011; Paige, 2004). The individual scales of the IDI survey measures the 

dimensions outlined by The Intercultural Development Continuum (IDC). The validity and 

reliability of these scales were tested with confirmatory factor analysis, differential item 

functioning, and reliability analysis. Confirmatory factor analysis is a measure of construct 

validity. In the case of IDI the confirmatory factor analysis for the education IDI used in this 

research suggests that the IDC model is a “reasonably good fit” (Wiley, 2017, p. 17) for the data. 

 Differential item functioning assesses respondents’ performance on each item to evaluate 

a survey for possible bias in questions, and indicating items that might favour one group over 

another. In the case of the IDI, differential item functioning analysis identified no items that 

showed bias in areas of “gender, ethnic majority/minority status or education level” (Wiley, 

2017, p.7). Additionally, no significant differences have been found on any of the IDI scales in 

relation to education, age or social desirability (Hammer, Bennett & Wiseman, 2003). 
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 Reliability analysis measures the consistency of measurements obtained. The overall test 

score of the IDI is (0.84), indicating strong internal reliability. Reliability analysis (Wiley, 2017, 

p.11) of the IDI subscales yielded the following results:    

 (1) Denial/Defense scale  (alpha = 0.72),  

 (2) Polarization scale (alpha = 0.85), 

 (3) Minimization scale (alpha = 0.79), 

 (4) Acceptance scale (alpha = 0.75) 

 (5) Adaptation scale (alpha = 0.81)      

It is generally acknowledged that an alpha score of 0.7 or higher is accepted as good, a score of 

0.8 or over is even better (Statistics Solutions; University of Virginia). Thus the measurements of 

the IDI have been shown to be both valid and reliable in relation to levels of interculturality as 

represented by the IDC. 

Research	Significance		

 This research is significant because it contributes to understandings of best practice in 

teaching and to knowledge of cross-cultural interactions in educators and students in post-

secondary education. It also contributes to the incorporation of practical strategies to aid in the 

Indigenization of educational institutions. This has implications for both educational policy and 

curriculum development. Understanding the necessary place of Indigenous pedagogies, and the 

implications of employing Indigenous pedagogies, in the classroom can impact teacher training 

as well as relationships between educators and the community at large. Stronger ties between 

schools and communities can help to build the kind of safe environments that are open to 

conversations about, and solutions to, the sensitive issues faced by Indigenous students in 
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mainstream education (Bougie, 2009). An important end result of increased interculturality of 

persons and educational institutions is movement toward closing the “Aboriginal gap” in 

education, positively affecting the educational success, occupational opportunities and socio-

economic status of Indigenous communities to the benefit of both Indigenous persons and all of 

society.  

Research	Limitations	

 Limitations and potential weaknesses of this study involve experimenter bias, extraneous 

and confounding variables, time constraints, sample size and generalizability to other 

locations/populations. Experimenter bias could have affected the research results in two areas: 

teaching and data interpretation. My own bias towards teaching in a narrative style was 

addressed by using online cohorts. Possible bias in interpretation was addressed by having a 

second qualified IDI administrator confirm interpretation of the data to provide inter-rater 

reliability.  

 Variables that potentially affected research results involve characteristics of the student 

populations – gender, age, ethnicity, education levels, interests and motivation. The IDI is a 

standardized test that has proven validity across cultures, genders, occupations and education 

levels. This research project relied on the survey instrument’s tested validity to compensate for 

variables among the populations; the IDI is available in many languages so the research 

participants were able to choose their preferred language when taking the IDI. 

 Time constraints may have affected result results because of the differences in Indigenous 

and Western approaches to time – the amount of time instructors are given with a class or the 

amount of time that students may budget towards learning course content were factors outside of 
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the researcher’s control. Every effort was made to match the Indigenous teaching strategies used 

to the amount of time allotted for course completion. The time for course completion in this case 

was eight weeks.  

 The number of students involved in this research was relatively small: out of the 21 

original registrants in the narrative class, 18 completed the course. Eleven (11) students 

completed the pre-course IDI, 4 completed the post-course IDI and 10 participated in the online 

focus group (one of these requested that their answers not be included). Out of the 23 original 

registrants in the standard class, 22 completed the course; thirteen (13) of these completed the 

pre-course IDI, 7 completed the post-course IDI and 2 answered the online focus group 

questions. The research was conducted in Alberta, Canada. Canada’s laws and values 

surrounding multiculturalism and the efforts to implement reconciliation according to the 

recommendations of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, including the move 

towards Indigenization of the academy, may have affected the generalizability of the research 

results to locations outside of Canada. Further research in other locations would be needed to 

confirm the generalizability of these research results to those areas.  

Ethical	Considerations	

 Ethical considerations in this research project included permission or approval, informed 

consent, voluntary participation, confidential handling of the data, cultural sensitivity, and 

attention to knowledge ownership. Because the research involved students that I am teaching, I 

needed to consider the impacts of having a teacher-researcher dual role. Additionally, as this 

research included Indigenous content and Indigenous pedagogy, issues of respect, reciprocity 

and relationship (Wilson, 2008) needed to be addressed. 
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	 Research	approval,	consent	and	confidentiality.	Permission, or approval, for the study 

was obtained from the ethical review boards of both Royal Roads University and NorQuest 

College. The NorQuest College Indigenous Centre also gave approval for this research project.	

 Informed consent involved fully informing each of the research participants, in writing, of the 

purpose and processes to be used in the study, the possible risks and/or benefits of participating 

in the study, the right to withdraw or withhold information if they chose to do so, and an 

assurance of confidentiality. The contact information for the head of the NorQuest College 

research department, as well as the head of the Doctor of Social Sciences program at Royal 

Roads University, was made available to all research participants. Informed consent was 

obtained by providing information to research participants and ensuring that the information was 

fully understood. Confidentiality has been maintained at all times. The research data was handled 

in such a way that the anonymity of the research participants was assured, including using 

numbers instead of real names to identify the research participants. Also, care has been taken to 

ensure that the identity of the research participants cannot be inferred from the information 

given. Additionally, only the student’s own individual scores were available to students. 

 Two important ethical issues that arise in dual role teacher-researcher situations involve 

the possibility of coercion in a power-over relationship and matters of confidentiality (Banegas 

& Villacanas-de-Castro, 2015; Parsons, 2015). Specific measures taken to address these issues 

and ensure that students were not, and did not perceive themselves to be, under any obligation to 

participate in this study included notifying students that the teacher-researcher did not know who 

had participated in the IDI surveys until after the course was over, having the IDI done by 

student participants in the privacy of their own home to maintain confidentiality, and 
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involvement of a third party. The third-party involved in this process was a qualified IDI 

administrator, and therefore able to answer any IDI related questions. The third party 

communicated with the students regarding the IDI, including sending each student a personal 

link to the survey, being available to students wishing to discuss the IDI survey in general or 

their personal scores in particular and holding and compiling the data until after the course was 

complete. Access to and analysis of the IDI data (both pre- and post-course) was not available to 

this teacher-researcher until after the final grades for the course were submitted. Student 

participants also answered the online focus group questions after they had completed the course. 

 As a teacher, my primary responsibility is to my students (Zeni, 1998), and I fulfilled 

this responsibility to the best of my ability. As a researcher, I also have an obligation to 

contribute to a growing body of knowledge (Hammack, 1997). Comprehensively and skilfully 

presenting course content that students are required to learn, and providing a safe place to learn 

this content, helped to fulfil my obligations to students. Postponing quantitative data analysis of 

the IDI surveys, and accessing the answers to the online focus group questions after final grades 

were submitted allowed me to fulfil my responsibility as a researcher, while at the same time 

removing any possibility of, or possible perception of, students being subject to either positive or 

negative consequences for participating, withdrawing, or not participating in the study. Each of 

the steps outlined above (third party involvement, privacy of student-participant involvement and 

maintaining participant anonymity to the teacher-researcher until after the course grades were 

submitted) have been identified as appropriate measures to mitigate the possible ethical risks in a 

dual role teacher-researcher situation (Banegas & Villacanas-de-Carlos, 2015; Parsons, 2015; 

Zeni, 1998). 
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	 Cultural	considerations,	respect	and	reciprocity.	Cultural consideration was a very 

important part of this research project. Respect for Indigenous culture includes honouring the 

appropriate protocols for storytelling, and ensuring that all research participants are equally 

heard. Every effort has been made to follow appropriate protocols in regards to cultural stories 

and to report the words and intent of each research participant in a respectful and trustworthy 

manner. Reciprocity in this research design necessitates following the advice of Indigenous 

elders and other cultural representatives in regards to the most appropriate ways to give back to 

each community involved in this research project. 	

	 Knowledge	ownership,	sharing	and	advancement.	Knowledge ownership refers to the 

perceived ownership of information; certainly it references who has power or influence in how 

information is used (National Aboriginal Health Organization, 2004). Knowledge sharing of 

these research results will begin with the Indigenous community. Knowledge dissemination to 

the wider community will occur through journal articles, conference presentations and seminars, 

as well as through popular publications and media such as newspapers and/or websites.	

 The knowledge gained from this research is intended to further understandings of best 

practice in teaching; the research will therefore contribute to advances in teacher training. It will 

also contribute to knowledge of cross-cultural communications and to intercultural sensitivity 

training in education and in other disciplines. Knowledge gained from this research will support 

advances in efforts to provide Indigenous student supports, and contribute to efforts to Indigenize 

curriculum through the incorporation of Indigenous pedagogies. Further research into employing 

Indigenous pedagogies internationally will also advance knowledge and understanding of how 

best to bridge Western and Indigenous education. 	



 

BUILDING INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE 

71 

 

CHAPTER	FOUR:	QUANTITATIVE	DATA	&	ANALYSIS			

 This research project set out to answer the research questions: can narrative pedagogy 

increase intercultural sensitivity in a measurable way; and increase understanding of Indigenous 

issues and cultures in a cohort of adult post-secondary students in Northern Alberta? Research 

findings for this project fall into two categories. The first examines the quantitative results 

obtained from the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI), which addresses whether narrative 

pedagogy increases intercultural sensitivity in a measurable way. The second includes the 

qualitative results from the online focus group, which addresses how narrative pedagogy can 

increase understanding of Indigenous issues and cultures. The quantitative data are discussed 

here, and the qualitative results will be discussed in the next chapter. 

Research	Participants	

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the sampling strategy for this study was purposive 

and convenient, as well as self-selective. All research participants were eighteen years or older 

and neither gender nor cultural backgrounds were a factor in selection. These participants were 

adult post-secondary students taking an online introductory sociology course, SOCI 1000, An 

Introduction to the Study of Society, at NorQuest College in Alberta, Canada. The study occurred 

over the course of a Spring (May-June) academic term. The students were divided into two 

different cohorts. Both cohorts were similar in programs of study and in numbers of students in 

their first or second year of study. And both classes were made up of students approximately half 

of which were Canadian and half of which were non-Canadian. One cohort of 23 students was 

selected as the control group (the standard class). This group received standard teaching, using 

non-narrative assessments. The other cohort included 21 registrants and was the experimental 
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group (the narrative class). They received narrative teaching and learning, using Indigenous 

content and narratives, and primarily narrative assessment instruments.  

Intercultural	Development	Inventory	

 The Intercultural Development Inventory is a statistically valid measure of intercultural 

competence based on the Intercultural Development Continuum (Hammer 2011). The 

Intercultural Development Continuum (IDC) is a developmental model that explains levels of 

interculturality, or intercultural competence, as a developmental continuum moving from 

monocultural mindsets to more intercultural orientations. The IDI makes several measurements, 

the most notable of which are the Developmental Orientation (DO) and Perceived Orientation 

(PO). The PO is a measure of how interculturally competent a person perceives themselves to be. 

The DO is a true measure of their intercultural competence – the knowledge, skills and abilities 

that a person has actually developed and uses in intercultural interactions (Hammer, 2008). The 

IDI also measures the discrepancy between the PO and the DO, called the Orientation Gap (OG). 

 To ensure confidentiality of individual student data, only group scores for PO’s and DO’s 

were considered in this study; the group score is calculated by averaging the individual scores 

within the group. Because all scores in this study are group scores, the IDI data also include the 

Range of Developmental Orientations, which is a breakdown of the percentage of participants 

with a DO in each of the developmental stages of the Intercultural Development Continuum. 

Each of these measures was taken for the standard class and for the narrative class, both pre- and 

post-course. The resulting data is presented below. 

 Pre-course IDI. The results of the initial, or pre-course, Intercultural Development 

Inventory (IDI) showcases the similarities and differences between the standard class (control 
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group) and the narrative class (those to be exposed to Indigenous narratives and pedagogy) prior 

to taking the course. These scores also give us the baseline, or starting point, for both the 

standard and narrative classes. 

	 Pre-Course Perceived Orientation.	As mentioned above, the PO scores indicate the level 

of intercultural competence that the research participants believe they display. This score is 

important as it indicates the participants’ self-perception, and when compared to the 

Developmental Orientation, provides a measure of the accuracy of the participant’s level of self-

awareness in relation to intercultural competence. 

 As seen in Figure 8 below, the pre-course orientation scores for the standard class and the 

narrative class in this study are very close: standard class PO = 121.49; narrative class PO = 

119.65, both about a third of the way between Acceptance and Adaptation. The pre-course 

orientation scores of both groups falling within the Acceptance range indicates that, prior to 

taking the course, all students believed that their intercultural sensitivity reflected a deep 

understanding and appreciation of the differences between cultures, and that they were able to 

recognize the relevance and importance of culture in their interpersonal interactions. 
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Figure 8: Pre-course Perceived Orientation 

	 	

	 Pre-Course Developmental Orientation.	The Developmental Orientation (DO) is a real 

measure of intercultural competence. This score is important because it indicates the level of 

intercultural skills that participants actually display in their interpersonal interactions. 

 The pre-course Developmental Orientation (DO) scores of each group of students were 

somewhat similar – 95.25 for the standard class and 90.56 for the narrative class. The narrative 

class score is just over one-third of the way past the Polarization orientation, while the standard 

class score is two-thirds of the way past Polarization and only one-third of the way below 

Minimization (see Figure 9 below). The narrative class score is therefore behind the standard 

class score in moving beyond Polarization and towards Minimization. These scores indicate that, 

although both classes believed themselves to be in a stage of acceptance with respect to other 
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cultures, actually the standard class, prior to taking the course, was somewhat more 

interculturally sensitive than the narrative class.  

 

 

Figure 9: Pre-course Development Orientation 

	  The highest level of intercultural competence of any student was within the minimization 

orientation, however the number of students in the standard class at minimization (92.3%) 

exceeded the number of narrative class students (60%) by over 30%. By contrast, only 7.7% of 

standard class students were in the Polarization orientation, while 20% of the narrative students 

scored in the Polarization orientation. An additional 20% of the narrative students scored in the 

Denial orientation, although none of the standard class students scored within this lowest range. 

These numbers indicate that 50% of the standard class students started the course with a greater 

level of intercultural competence than students in the narrative class did. The significance of this 

becomes apparent when we compare the pre-course IDI scores with the post-course IDI scores. 
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Pre-Course Range of Developmental Orientations.	The pre-course Developmental 

Orientation scores, shown in Figure 9 above, are the class group scores. In an IDI group 

measurement the DO scores are broken down into percentages of participants that score within 

each area on the Intercultural Development Continuum. 

 The ranges of pre-course DO scores for each class illustrate the source of the difference 

between the DO class scores. While 92.3% of the standard class scored in the Minimization 

orientation and only 7.7% in the Polarization orientation, in the narrative class only 60% of the 

students scored in the Minimization orientation, 20% scored in the Polarization orientation and 

20% scored in the Denial orientation (see Figure 10 below). 
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Figure 10: Pre-course Range of Development Orientations 
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	 Pre-Course Orientation Gap and Statistics.	The gap between the Developmental 

Orientation and the Perceived Orientation measurements is known as the Orientation Gap. The 

Orientation Gap (OG), or the difference between the PO and the DO, measures the discrepancy 

between each group’s perception of their intercultural competence and their actual level of 

intercultural competence. The larger the Orientation Gap (OG), the greater the discrepancy 

between an individual’s, or in this case a group’s, perception and reality. A negative difference 

reflects an underestimation of intercultural ability; a positive difference reflects an 

overestimation of intercultural ability. 

 In both classes, the pre-course DO class scores are below the level of intercultural 

competence the students believe they display (as represented by the pre-course PO scores), 

meaning that the students in both classes are overestimating their levels of intercultural 

competence. The pre-course OG for the standard class and the narrative class are shown 

graphically in Figure 11 below. 

 The pre-course scale and subscale statistics	(see Figure 12 below) measures present the 

OG data statistically. Any OG score greater than seven reflects a meaningful discrepancy 

between real and perceived abilities (Hammer, 2016). In this case, the pre-course OG statistics 

(standard class = 26.24, narrative class = 29.09) indicate that both classes overestimated their 

intercultural abilities to a large degree. There was, however, a greater OG for the narrative class 

(over 7 and therefore significant) indicating that, prior to taking the course, the standard class 

students were more self-aware than the narrative students in their understanding of their own 

interculturality.  
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 Standard deviation for the pre-course OG scores was calculated to be 4.96 for the 

standard class, and 10.81 for the narrative class (see Figure 12), indicating that the standard class 

scores are more uniform (closer to the mean) than the narrative class scores. Therefore, the 

standard class students can be said to be more similar to each other in their perceptions and 

intercultural abilities than the students in the narrative class. 

 

 

 

Figure 11: Pre-course Orientation Gap  
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Figure 12: Pre-course Orientation Gap Statistics 

  

 Post-course IDI. The results of the post-course IDI showcase the similarities and 

differences between the standard class and the narrative class after taking the course. Post-course 

IDI results indicate the levels of intercultural competence and awareness in both the standard and 

narrative classes after completion of the course. The differences between these scores and the 

initial, or pre-course IDI results, can be considered a measure of the effect of teaching with 

Indigenous content and (narrative) pedagogy.  
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	 Post-Course Perceived Orientation.	The post-course Perceived Orientation (PO) score 

was greater for the narrative class than for the standard class, 125.78 and 120.94, respectively 

(see Figure 13 below).  The narrative class PO score of 120.94 shows only a slight increase from 

the pre-course PO of 119.65. The standard class score also changed very little, falling from 

121.49 pre-course to 120.94 post-course; indicating a slightly decreased sense of intercultural 

competence. However, both classes still perceive themselves to be in the Acceptance 

Orientation, with the narrative class believing themselves to be more accepting of other cultures 

than the standard class believes themselves to be. 

 

 

Figure 13: Post-course Perceived Orientation 
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 Post-Course Developmental Orientation.	As can be seen in Figure 14 below, the post-

course DO scores were 91.66 for the standard class – just over one-third of the way past 

Polarization, while the score of 106.21 for the narrative class lies over one-third of the way past 

the Minimization Orientation. The post-course DO scores of 91.66 for the standard class and 

106.21 for the narrative class illustrate two effects. One is an increase in DO for the narrative 

class, from 90.56 to 106.21, and one is a decrease in DO from 95.25 to 91.66 for the standard 

class. Sometimes a decrease in IDI score can accompany an initial exposure to information about 

other cultures and cultural differences (Apedaile, S. 2019, personal communication). This may 

be a result of psychological discomfort in the face of difference, causing people to retreat in 

more psychologically “safe” places. In this situation, that initial exposure could be attributable to 

the cultural information that is standard content in an introductory sociology course. In this case 

a decreased score might have been anticipated for the narrative class also, if the two classes had 

been instructed in the same manner. However, the post-course DO scores indicate that while the 

standard class became less interculturally sensitive, the narrative class became more so, even 

though the standard class, pre-course, had scored higher on intercultural competence than the 

narrative class had. 
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Figure 14: Post-course Development Orientation 

	 	

	 Post-Course Range of Developmental Orientations.	The range of Development 

Orientations post-course show that 85.7% of the standard class is now in a Minimization 

Orientation and 14.3% in Polarization. In contrast, the group IDI indicates that 100% of the 

students in the narrative class are now in a Minimization Orientation (see Figure 15 below). The 

significance of this cannot be overstated, particularly when one considers that the narrative class 

pre-course included students in both the Denial and the Polarization orientations. An IDI 

Intercultural Development Plan® typically recommends thirty to fifty hours of dedicated effort 
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and training over a three to nine month period to gain enough intercultural awareness and 

sensitivity to move into another developmental orientation (Hammer, 2016). In the case of the 

narrative class of students discussed here, the gain in intercultural competence took place over an 

eight week period, with no specific effort or training in intercultural competence other than 

exposure to Indigenous perspective and narratives. 

 

Figure 15: Post-course Range of Development Orientations 
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 Post-Course Orientation Gap and Statistics.	The post-course Orientation Gap is again 

presented graphically in Figure 16 and the statistical data is presented in Figure 17 (see below). 

These post-course OG scores show that both classes are still overestimating their intercultural 

abilities to a significant degree. The post-course OG for the standard class is 29.27, an increase 

of over three points. For the narrative class the post-course OG is 19.57, a decrease of almost ten 

points. These gaps show a slight decline in self-awareness in the standard class, and a notable 

increase in self-awareness in the narrative class, even though, as with the pre-course levels of 

intercultural competence, the standard class at first showed a smaller orientation gap, and 

therefore more self-awareness than did the narrative class.  

 The post-course standard deviation calculations show that both the standard and narrative 

classes now show similar uniformity in their data scores: post-course standard deviation is 5.08 

for the standard class, and 4.66 for the narrative class. 
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Figure 16: Post-course Orientation Gap 
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Figure 17: Post-course Orientation Gap Statistics 

Summary	of	the	IDI	Data	

 Quantitative data from the IDI showed increased levels of self-awareness and 

intercultural competence in students benefiting from the inclusion of Indigenous content and 

narratives with the standard curriculum. The two groups of students chosen for this study were 

similar in many ways, including academic ability, and familiarity with Canadian-ness 

(approximately half of each class was Canadian and half non-Canadian). It is clear from these 

data that all students overestimated their intercultural competence pre-course.  
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The pre-course DO scores, however, indicate that initially the standard class was 

somewhat more interculturally sensitive than the narrative class. The range of pre-course DO 

scores showed that 50% of the standard class students started the course with a greater level of 

intercultural competence than students in the narrative class. The pre-course OG scores also 

indicate that prior to taking the course, the standard class students were also slightly more self-

aware than the narrative students in their understanding of their own interculturality. 

Post-course PO scores changed very little for both groups: the narrative class PO score 

showed a slight increase while the standard class score fell somewhat, showing a slightly 

decreased sense of intercultural competence. These post-course DO scores show that the 

narrative class became more interculturally competent, while the standard class became less 

interculturally competent, even though the standard class, pre-course, had scored higher on 

intercultural competence than the narrative class had. What is significant from these data is that 

gains in intercultural competence took place over an eight-week period, with no additional effort 

or training other than exposure to the Indigenous perspective and narratives. The range of post-

course DO scores show that all narrative students moved forward on the IDC into the 

Minimization range, while a number of the students in the standard class moved back out of 

Minimization and into the Polarization orientation. Post-course OG scores also indicate that, 

although all the students still overestimate their intercultural abilities, the OG of the narrative 

class decreased, showing that the narrative class is now more self-aware than the standard class, 

although the standard class began with more self-awareness than the narrative class did. 



 

BUILDING INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE 

89 

 

Limitations	of	the	IDI	Data	

 Although the data obtained in this research is rich as pertains to IDI data (and students’ 

generous responses to the focus group questions), there are some obvious limitations as well. The 

first of these is related to the size of the cohorts, which was small (21 and 23), and not all 

students completed the IDI. Although only a small number of students completed both pre- and 

post-course IDI surveys – 6 in the standard class and 4 in the narrative class, these few (except 

for one in the standard class), are those that provide the post-course data. 

 A second significant limitation is that the scores used in this study are the group scores 

both pre- and post-course. However, some of the individuals who completed the first IDI did not 

complete the post-course IDI, which introduces a possible source of error in the data; as group 

scores are calculated by averaging individual scores – therefore changes in group makeup could 

possibly change the overall group score as well.  

Discussion	and	Conclusion	

	 Quantitative data obtained consisted of information from the Intercultural Development 

Inventory (IDI). These data showcase both similarities and differences between the standard and  

narrative classes with respect to their intercultural competence, and their self-awareness 

regarding their own intercultural competence. 

 Similarities between the two groups of students prior to taking the course have already 

been noted: numbers of students in the class, programs and year of study, as well as academic 

ability and country of citizenship. Both classes were made up of students approximately half of 

which were Canadian and half of which were non-Canadian (the standard class 57% Canadian, 

and the narrative class 50% Canadian). From these numbers, it can be reasonably assumed that 
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only about half of the students may have had prior exposure to, or experience with, Canadian 

Indigenous peoples. This becomes a point of consideration when measuring increases in 

interculturality as well as when considering changes in subjective understanding of Canadian 

Indigenous cultures, as these changes are likely to have been heavily influenced (if not caused) 

by the Indigenous content within the narrative course. The similarity in academic ability suggests 

that any changes in the students’ intercultural sensitivity were at the level of emotional 

intelligence rather than intellectual ability. Emotional intelligence involves key attributes of 

relational or interpersonal success, such as self-awareness and empathy. Increases in emotional 

intelligence are related to increased success in relationships, occupational success, as well as 

psychological and physical health (Huffman, Younger & Vanston, 2013). 

 The IDI data showed that prior to taking the course, both classes of students 

overestimated their level of intercultural competence, indicating that they had similar ideas about 

themselves and their abilities to navigate intercultural spaces. The pre-course IDI data also 

highlighted some initial differences between the classes: the standard class was more 

interculturally competent, and more self-aware in regards to their intercultural competence, than 

the narrative class was. Although the difference in scores at this stage was small, the differences 

indicate that the narrative class began with an intercultural deficit compared to the standard class. 

 Post-course IDI data also provide information on the differences between the classes. 

Measures of Perceived Orientations show slight changes: while both classes continue to 

overestimate their own levels of intercultural competence, for the standard class this 

overestimation decreased, indicating that the standard class felt less confident in their 

intercultural abilities. Post-course scores of Developmental Orientation show that the narrative 
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class actually did become more interculturally competent than the standard class, even though 

they began with a developmental deficit, comparatively, as measured on the Intercultural 

Development Continuum (IDC). The specifics of this change in intercultural competence are 

explained by the changes in the Range of Developmental Orientation scores. Comparing the pre-

course and post-course Range of Developmental Orientations, we see that all students in the 

narrative class moved forward on the IDC into the Minimization stage. Even though 40% of the 

narrative class began with a monocultural mindset before taking the course (20% in Denial and 

20% in Polarization), they are now all in the stage of transition (Minimization) into more 

intercultural mindsets. On the other hand, a number of the students in the standard class actually 

moved back out of Minimization and into the monocultural Polarization orientation, indicating 

that these students actually became less interculturally competent over the course period.  

 The IDI measures both perceived orientations and developmental orientations, or those 

mindsets we believe we have and those that we actually display; the difference between these 

two scores is known as the Orientation Gap. The Orientation Gap (OG) represents numerically 

the differences between embodied culture –those things we have learned to be physically and 

psychologically comfortable with (Bennett & Castiglioni, 2004) – and those ideas or ideals that 

we might be said to be looking to and/or striving towards. The closer these numbers are, the 

more accurately one is assessing their intercultural abilities – or, in other words, the more self-

aware one is as regards to their own interculturality. Post-course OG scores show a marked 

decrease for the narrative class, indicating that the narrative class is now more self-aware than 

the standard class, even though the standard class began with more self-awareness than the 

narrative class did. 
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Although the focus of the course was on the topics required for completion of an 

introductory sociology course, the addition of Indigenous perspectives on topics, and of 

Indigenous narratives illustrating aspects of Indigenous culture and/or lived experience of 

Indigenous people, appeared to effect a marked and measurable change in the students’ levels of 

self-awareness and intercultural understanding. Intercultural training regimes usually recommend 

concentrated effort over a period of 3-9 months to effect such change (Hammer, 2016). The 

gains in interculturality experienced by the narrative class were accomplished over an eight-week 

period with no additional effort or training other than exposure to Indigenous perspective and 

narratives within the introductory sociology course. The data therefore clearly show the impact 

of including Indigenous content and narratives in a course of instruction.  

 The overall results of the IDI data indicate that being exposed to Indigenous content and 

narratives increases intercultural competence, and that these changes are significant enough to be 

measured by the Intercultural Development Inventory. Therefore this research strongly suggests 

that narrative pedagogy can increase intercultural sensitivity in a measurable way in a cohort of 

adult post-secondary students in Northern Alberta. 
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CHAPTER	FIVE:	QUALITATIVE	DATA	&	ANALYSIS			

 As stated earlier, research findings for this project fall into two categories: the 

quantitative results obtained from the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) discussed the 

previous chapter; and qualitative results obtained from the online focus group. In this chapter I 

present and discusses the qualitative results obtained through the focus group feedback. These 

data provide information on the students’ subjective understanding of Indigenous culture, and the 

issues that Indigenous peoples face in society, as well as information on the subjective learning 

experiences of the research participants in a narrative based course of study.  

Participants from the narrative class only were asked a series of seven questions in an 

online focus group after they had completed the course.  One of the focus group questions asked 

the participants to rate their change in level of understanding of Indigenous cultures. As attitudes 

have both cognitive and affective components, the remaining six questions addressed cognition 

and emotions related to Indigenous cultures and/or the Indigenous content and presentation of 

such content in the course. These qualitative data were analyzed for themes related to 

experienced changes in interculturality, changes in cognitive understanding of Indigenous culture 

and/or Indigenous issues in mainstream Canadian society, and emotional responses to 

Indigeneity. Taken together these offer some insight into attitude changes and therefore 

increased intercultural competence, in the participants. 

Focus	Group	Data	

 Two students from the standard class completed the focus group questions. These 

responses were not analyzed for this report as the standard class did not have the benefit of the 

Indigenous content and narratives included in the narrative class content, so their answers to the 
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focus group questions do not have a common basis of comparison (i.e. their experiences of 

course content and Indigenous content was not the same). Ten students (out of 21) from the 

narrative class participated in the online focus group. Nine of these participants gave permission 

for their responses to be used in this study. Some question topics had more than one question – 

these and the corresponding responses have been here categorized as either a or b. Additionally, 

some students provided more than one answer to a question, while other questions were left 

unanswered; subsequently there are often more, or less, than nine answers per question.  

Question #1. This question was a broad question that was worded as: “Please think about 

Indigenous cultures in Canada. What comes to mind?” This question asked respondents to share 

their cognitive associations with Indigeneity. Answers such as “First Nations, Metis and Inuit 

people,” (1.xxi) “the first inhabitants of Canada,” (1.xiv) and “human development started 

happening in indigenous population long before first contact with Europeans” (1.xxiii) showed a 

knowledge of Indigenous identity and a recognition of both cultural similarity (human 

development) and difference (specific cultural identities).  

 

Table 7: Focus Group Question 1 Responses 

QUESTION RESPONSES 

 

 

 

1. Please think 

i. that the Indigenous cultures have come a long way in sociality. That 

they have more options than they did back many years back. 

ii. that they are more educated now.  

iii. Indigenous cultures of Canada have been misguided, mistreated, and 
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about Indigenous 

cultures in 

Canada. What 

comes to mind? 

left confused, lost, and hurt. These cultures have been severely 

threatened by colonial forces.  

iv. Indigenous culture, language, and social systems have shaped the 

development of Canada and continue to grow despite extreme 

adversity.  

v. I think of a beautiful, old culture with a deep respect for the Earth 

vi. working hard to thrive after a horrible time in history for their people.  

vii. When I think of Indigenous Cultures in Canada I think of their ties to 

the land and their efforts to live sustainably.  

viii. I think of all the reserves that don't have access to food and water and 

the people on them who are stuck in poverty 

ix. the fact that they still strive to preserve their culture in the face of all 

the difficulty they have faced.  

x. The values and knowledges of indigenous culture is important for the 

society  

xi. Indigenous people are the protectors of Earth. 

xii. They are the link between the past and present 

xiii. They quite often left behind when it comes to the present world.  

xiv. The indigenous people were the first inhabitants of Canada 

xv. they should be treated with the respect and dignity that they deserve.  

xvi. Their customs, beliefs, and traditions are very important to them.  

xvii. I attend Indigenous cultural events to show my support to them.  
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xviii. The first thing that comes to mind when I think about Indigenous 

cultures is that they are really a marginalized group by our society. 

xix. They have their own ways and their own cultures that we have spent 

the past 200-300 years decimating.  

xx. Their cultures typically reflect respecting each other and respecting 

nature and respecting the animals that we choose to eat, along with 

spirituality.  

xxi. Indigenous cultures in Canada include First Nations, Metis and Inuit 

people 

xxii. Indigenous people of Canada are closely connected to nature and 

environment.  

xxiii. Human development started happening in indigenous population long 

before first contact with Europeans.  

xxiv. Indigenous populations are rich with their ancient culture and 

tradition.  

 

 There is also evidence that the respondents understand some of the issues faced by 

Indigenous people, both historically and currently, as a result of colonization. “Severely 

threatened by colonial forces” (1.iii) and “200 – 300 years decimating” (1.xix) practices have 

made Indigenous people “a marginalized group by our society” (1.xviii). They have been 

“misguided, mistreated, and left confused, lost and hurt” (1.iii), and “quite often left behind in 

the present world” (1.xiii), particularly in regards to living conditions such as “reserves that don’t 
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have access to food and water” (1.viii), and economic situations that leave Indigenous people 

“stuck in poverty” (1.viii). With this understanding of some of the effects of colonization, 

respondents also indicated an understanding of the resilience shown by Indigenous peoples, 

talking about how Indigenous peoples “strive to preserve their culture in the face of all the 

difficulty” (1.ix) by “working hard to thrive after a horrible time in history” (1.v), and how “they 

continue to grow despite extreme adversity” (1.iv). This resilience and perseverance has resulted 

in Indigenous peoples having “come a long way [toward equality] in society” (1.i), being “more 

educated” (1.ii) and having “more options” (1.i) than they did before. 

 Other comments revealed an appreciation of Indigenous cultures that “have their own 

ways” (1.xix), with “customs, beliefs and traditions [that] are very important to them” (1.xvi). 

These comments describe a “beautiful, old culture” (1.v) that is “rich with ancient culture and 

tradition” (1.xxiv). The comments show an understanding of the importance of Indigenous “ties 

to the land” (1.vii) and their “deep respect for the earth” (1.v), calling Indigenous peoples “the 

protectors of Earth” (1.xi). Understanding of the wholistic viewpoints of Indigenous cultures and 

the facts that “Indigenous people of Canada are closely connected to nature and the 

environment” (1.xxii) and expend “efforts to live sustainably” (1.vii) is evident in the statement: 

“Their cultures typically reflect respecting each other and respecting nature and respecting the 

animals that we choose to eat, along with spirituality” (1.xx). 

 Comments also indicate a knowledge of, and appreciation for, the contribution of 

Indigenous “culture, language, and social systems that have shaped the development of Canada” 

(1.iv), as well as an understanding that “the values and knowledges of indigenous culture is 

important for society” (1.x). This increased knowledge and appreciation for Indigenous cultures 



 

BUILDING INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE 

98 

 

is taken into the realm of relationship with the dominant culture in the comment that Indigenous 

people “should be treated with the respect and dignity that they deserve” (1.xv), and the 

statement that “I attend Indigenous cultural events to show my support to them” (1.xvii). There 

was also a comment stating that Indigenous cultures are the “link between the past and the 

present” (1.xii). 

	 Question #2.  The second question asked the respondents to “Please rate how much your 

knowledge of Indigenous cultures has changed over the duration of this course? Rate change 

from 1 (very little to 5 (very much).” The answers were: 4, 3-4, 5, 3.5, 5, 5, 5, 4, and 4. 

Assigning a score of 3.5 to the  “3-4” response results in an average score of 39/9 = 4.333/5.  

There is some question as to whether respondent (i) is answering the question as asked, and if we 

subsequently choose to omit response (i); the average score is then 35/8 = 4.375/5. Rounding the 

average score (calculated in either) down, we obtain an average change score of 4/5. The 

implications of this score is discussed in the Focus Group Data Analysis section. 

 

Table 8: Focus Group Question 2 Responses 

QUESTION RESPONSES 

Q2. Please rate 

how much your 

knowledge of 

Indigenous 

cultures has 

i. I knew a bit about the indigenous cultures so I would put my 

knowledge at a 4 for getting to know so much more.  

ii. I would say my knowledge has increased in the duration of this 

course I would rate about a three to four.  

iii. 5  
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changed over the 

duration of this 

course? Rate 

change from 1 

(very little to 5 

(very much). 

iv. 3.5 out of 5.  

v. 5  

vi. 5  

vii. 5. This course has increased my knowledge even more than 

before.  

viii. I would rate my change at a 4 out 5.  

ix. 4  

 

 Questions #3a and #3b. The third question asked the respondents to answer two 

questions: a) “How did the course content and Indigenous stories impact your knowledge or 

understanding of Indigenous cultures? and b) “What story or reading from the course had the 

most impact on you?” Responses to part a) of this question indicated that the respondents had 

“never spent a lot of time learning about this in the past” (3a. v), and that the stories were a 

“different type of language that I am unfamiliar with” (3a. i) but that the chapter exercises helped 

the students to “fully understand” (3a. i). Other respondents explained that reading the 

Indigenous stories with the course material gave them “an opportunity to understand and learn” 

(3a. vi) about Indigenous culture “and the way the environment is so important” (3a.iv). There 

were also comments regarding increased understanding around issues such as “the many 

different inequalities [Indigenous people] have and continue to face” (3a. ii), as well the 

“abundant knowledge of indigenous people around natural remedies” (3a. iii). After the course, a 

student reported feeling “a lot better informed” (3a. v), and another pronounced the Indigenous 

to be “wise people” (3a. iv). 
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Table 9: Focus Group Question 3a Responses 

QUESTION RESPONSES 

 

 

Q3a. How did the 

course content 

and Indigenous 

stories impact 

your knowledge 

or understanding 

of Indigenous 

cultures?  

 

 

i. a. I think sometimes the stories were difficult to interpret or 

different type of language that I am unfamiliar with to 

understand. Although the exercises further help to fully 

understand Indigenous cultures.  

ii. a. As well fully increases my understanding the many different 

inequalities they have and continue to face.  

iii. a. This helped me to understand the abundant knowledge of 

indigenous people about the natural remedies.  

iv. a. I am even more understanding as to what Indigenous culture is 

like, and the way the environment is so important to them. Wise 

people.  

v. a. I feel a lot better informed when it comes to the Indigenous 

culture. I've never spent a lot of time learning about this in the 

past.  

xxv. a. Reading indigenous stories along with the course material gave me 

an opportunity to understand and learn about indigenous perspective 

for each concept and aspect. 

 

 Answers to part b) of this question: “What story or reading from the course had the most 

impact on you?” indicated that, although “all the stories […] were insightful and fun” (3b.iv), 
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some were particularly impactful, such as the Seneca Thanksgiving address (3b.ii) as well as 

Indigenous respect and care for the land for future generations (3b.ii) and love of nature (3b vii). 

Other impactful stories included those related to race and ethnicity (3b.iii) and racial injustice, 

both historical (3b.v; 3b. vi) and current (3b. viii), and those stories related to Indigenous 

restorative justice (3b. ix). Respondents showed an increased understanding of cultural 

differences surrounding policies and practices related to environmental protection (3b. ii), and 

noted an experience of increased knowledge, as in the statement: “I’ve always had so many 

questions about what happened. I’ve had a lot of them answered throughout this course” (3b. 

vii). 

 
Table 10: Focus Group Question 3b Responses 

QUESTION RESPONSES 

 

 

Q3b. What story 

or reading from 

the course had 

the most impact 

on you? 

 

 

 

i. b. Ganö:nyög (Thanks Giving Address) was the most impactful 

for me. 

ii. b. The story that had the most impact on me was the one where 

they talk about keeping the land safe for seven generations to 

come. This is in such contrast with what most people believe 

today, and if we could all adopt this policy maybe the world 

wouldn't be on the track we are on today when it comes to global 

warming and climate change.  

iii. b. Chapter Eight had the most impact on me. 

iv. b. I enjoyed all the stories they were insightful and fun. they gave 
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a good understanding on what they were dealing with at the time  

v. b. I think the history alone has impacted me the most on 

Indigenous cultures and how these cultures have come to be very 

lost.  

vi. b. Reading about the residential schools really had an impact on 

me. My husbands late mother went to residential school, and Ive 

always had so many questions about what happened. I had alot of 

them answered throughout this course. 

vii. b. I loved learning about how they feel about nature.  

viii. b. The case studies that were presented in one of the powerpoints 

really hit home on the prejudice every day but also when trying to 

apply for social assistance.  

x. b. Indigenous Restorative Justice  

 

 Questions #4a and #4b.  The fourth question also asked two questions of the 

respondents: a) “How did the course format (readings and exercises) impact your understanding 

of your own culture and of Indigenous cultures?” and b) “What reading and/or exercise was the 

most meaningful to you?” Responses provided indicate that students thought the course was 

“really insightful” (4a.ii) and had a “great level of impact” (4a. v) on their understanding of 

Indigenous culture as well as increasing their own levels of self-awareness (4a. ii). These 

changes in self-awareness took the form of increased self-understanding (4a. i) and changes in 

perspective on issues such as advertisements in the media and social media (4a. ii). The 
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increased understanding of Indigenous cultures was felt “deeply” (4a. iv and 4a. v) by students, 

and recognition of the influence of Indigenous practices on those of Indigenous ancestry was 

reported (4a. viii). Responses to this question also indicated an appreciation of cultural 

differences (4a. iv and 4a. iii) and similarities (4a. vii and 4a. vi).  

 

Table 11: Focus Group Question 4a Responses 

QUESTION RESPONSES 

 

 

Q4a. How did the 

course format 

(readings and 

exercises) impact 

your 

understanding of 

your own culture 

and of Indigenous 

cultures?  

 

 

 

i. a. this course was a great one to take to understand my self better 

and learn about the indigenous people.  

ii. a. This was really insightful and increased a lot of awareness 

about myself and has changed the way I view ads or media, 

especially social media.  

iii. a. I found it interesting to see the contrast between my culture and 

indigenous culture especially in regards to how we treat the 

environment; the differences were stark.  

iv. a. It helped me to know deeply about indigenous culture and the 

cultural differences between mine.  

v. a. There is a great level of impact on my understanding. it 

provided me with deep information regarding indigenous 

practices and knowledge about environment.  

vi. a. It made me understand the differences between the two 
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cultures, but also the similarities. 

vii. a. Having both perspectives side by side made it easier to 

understand both cultures. I am not a Canadian so it was very 

helpful for me to learn about all this.  

vi. a. My grandmother's father was Metis, although she never self-

identified as Metis until her later years. I believe that the way she 

raised her daughter, which led to the way I was raised is actually 

based on the Indigenous perspective of family now that I've read 

it. I was always a very inquisitive child, and I preferred the 

company of adults to children more often than not. This is 

something my mother nurtured and allowed to grow on it's own, 

when someone would say this is adult time, Shannon go play, my 

mother would correct them and tell me I could stay more often 

than not. I never really realized that this wasn't normal until I 

looked at my cousin who was much the same as me, her mother 

tried to make her be a child and not be such her own person that 

wanted to be around the adults. This led to me being a confident 

adult and her being someone who's afraid in her own skin. 

 

 Answers to part b) of question 4: “What reading and/or exercise was the most meaningful 

to you?” centered largely on the environment (4b.i, 4b.ix, and 4b.ii) and globalization (4b.i), as 

well as family (4b viii), particularly Indigenous family (4b.iii), and Indigenous healing circles 
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used in restorative justice (4b.v and 4b.vi). Two students also mentioned media (4b.vii) and 

gender related images in the media (4b. ii) as being meaningful to them. 

 

Table 12: Focus Group Question 4b Responses 

QUESTION RESPONSES 

 

 

Q4b. What 

reading and/or 

exercise was the 

most meaningful 

to you? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i. b. I found most meaningful would be chapter 14 and 15 the 

environment and learning about globalization.  

ii. b. The most meaningful was Media and Goffman's representation 

of gender related media images today.  

iii. b. I enjoyed the Indigenous readings in each chapter. My husband 

is Cree, and my youngest child is half Cree. I was reading those 

readings with her.  

iv. b. The chapter on climate change and the supplemental readings 

demonstrated them (contrast between cultural relationship with 

environment) well.  

v. b. Healing circle was most meaningful to me  

vi. b. Healing circle was the most meaningful.  

vii. b. Chapter Six reading was the most meaningful to me. 

viii. b. Therefore the reading on the Indigenous perspectives of family 

was the most meaningful to me.  

ix. b. Ganö:nyög (Thanks Giving Address) was the most meaning for 
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me again. I am a nature loving person and this story was very 

well presented 

 

 Question #5.  The fifth question asked: “What comments do you have to share 

concerning the method and practice of teaching with story as it pertains to Indigenization of 

curriculum and decolonizing education?” The answers to this question illustrate a range of ideas 

from enthusiasm about learning: “learning anything new is always great [no matter] how the 

information is given as long as it gets through and is heard and understood” (5.i), to a skepticism 

about learning through a traditional method in a modern society: “there is no traditional way of 

life this day and age so why should our education be any of the same?” (5.ii).  Another question 

presented here concerned the expansion of traditional curriculum to include other cultures in 

Canada, such as the African-American and immigrant cultures (5.iii). The majority of student 

responses contained positive feedback regarding the presentation of content in a narrative format. 

Some of these comments referred to the interest that story added to what might otherwise have 

been not-so-interesting course content (5.v), the ability of story to aid in understanding and 

remembering (5.iv; 5.vi; 5.vii; 5.x), and the way that narrative can expand our knowledge of 

additional cultures (5.ii). The method and practice of teaching with story was overall very well 

received by students who “truly believe this method is necessary in order to appreciate and 

understand Indigenous perspectives” (5.viii), and think that this method is a “really good idea” 

(5.x) that “a lot of children will benefit from” (5.ix). Also, “if curriculum and education are to be 

Indigenized and decolonized than [sic] it only makes sense to go back to the story-telling 

method” (5.ix). 
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Table 13: Focus Group Question 5 Responses 

QUESTION RESPONSES 

 

 

Q5. What 

comments do you 

have to share 

concerning the 

method and 

practice of 

teaching with 

story as it 

pertains to 

Indigenization of 

curriculum and 

decolonizing 

education? 

i. learning anything new is always great doesn't matter how the 

information is given as long as it gets through and is heard and 

understood.  

ii. I think this helps expand our knowledge to additional cultures. 

There is no traditional way of life this day and age so why should 

our education be any of the same.  

iii. I think concerning aspects would be because Canada is 

multicultural will education continue to elaborate and change to 

include aspects of curriculum to include other cultures in Canada 

to include refugees or African Americans for example.  

iv. I believe it is so important to learn about what happened to the 

Indigenous people, so more would understand how hard they are 

working to come back from a horrible time in history.  

v. I found the method and practice of teaching with story added a lot 

of interest to the subject that may have been absent with out it.  

vi. Teaching with stories will help to understand easily and 

remember. It will give a clear image the situations.  

vii. It was very informative and resources were very helpful to 

understand 
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viii. I truly believe this method is necessary in order to appreciate and 

understand Indigenous perspectives.  

ix. I think that the method and practice of teaching with story is a 

good one that a lot of children will benefit from. If curriculum 

and education are to be Indigenized and decolonized than it only 

makes sense to go back to the story-telling method, which was the 

practice by most if not all Indigenous cultures for centuries. 

viii. The method and practice of teaching with stories was really a 

good idea. We understand concepts better when are related stories 

so we can visualize the learning. 

 

 Questions #6.  The sixth question invited respondents to submit their personal 

reflections: “What would you most like to share relating to your experience(s) taking this 

course?” Responses indicate that this course was instrumental in student learning about “self, 

culture and other people” (6.i). Statement 6.ii begins with the words: “I think this course opens 

your awareness to the world around you.” The course gave students “significant knowledge 

about sociological perspectives and theories and their application in the real world” (6.vi), as it 

was designed to do. The application of sociological theory was considered by many to be an 

important part of their learning (6.ii, 6.iii, 6.v, and 6.ix), however the learning that took place 

from the inclusion of Indigenous narrative was also impactful to students, and enjoyable (6.ix). 
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Table 14: Focus Group Question 6 Responses 

QUESTION RESPONSES 

 

 

Q6. What would 

you most like to 

share relating to 

your 

experience(s) 

taking this 

course? 

i. I learnt a lot of new information that I did not know before about 

my self, culture and other people. I will be able to bring forward 

new insight about all different cultures.  

ii. I think this course opens your awareness to the world around you 

and how all these sociological theories are very much applicable 

to society today.  

iii. I would definitely share what I learned about the Indigenous 

people, as well as the different theories. I enjoyed the Dancing 

Man, and learning about crowds.  

iv. Before this course I like many people wondered what the point of 

the reconciliation movement was if all the atrocities and wrong 

doings were made by people who are long gone. Which is 

certainly not the case. 

v. This course was very helpful to study more about society and 

how sociological theories applied in our society.  

vi. It gave me significant knowledge about the sociological 

perspectives and theories and their application in the real world.  

vii. This course has made me appreciate Indigenous culture even 

more that before. I am saddened by how they have been treated 
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by Canadians. It is quite an embarrassment and black mark on 

this country. The name Chanie Wenjack comes to mind. Before 

he passed away, Gord Downie brought Chanie's story to the 

forefront. I was very interested in this story, and watched The 

Secret Path when it aired almost three years ago. I was moved to 

tears, but I had to watch it. It is my hope that a wrong done so 

many years ago can finally be turned into a right.  

viii. I've learned so much about Indigenous perspectives through 

taking this course. Even though I don't know any of my 

Indigenous relatives, I can feel a sort of kinship with my 

ancestors knowing that some of these perspectives, or even some 

of the stories were probably told by one of them at some point in 

time.  

ix. I liked learning about the Canadian sociology and also the 

indigenous stories. 

 

The students expressed appreciation for their learning and insight (6.i, 6.iii and 6.vi), 

stating “this course made me appreciate Indigenous culture even more than before” (6.vii), with 

one student explaining the sense of kinship he/she felt towards their Indigenous ancestors, 

knowing “some of these stories were probably told by one of them at some point in time” 

(6.viii). There were also comments about the sadness and embarrassment of the “black mark on 

this country” (6.vii) for the way Indigenous peoples have been treated in Canada, as well as a 
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realization that reconciliation is actually needed in our society (6.iv) today. Statement 6.iv: 

“Before this course I like many people wondered what the point of the reconciliation movement 

was if all the atrocities and wrong doings were made by people who are long gone” is a clear 

indication of this realization. 

 Question #7. The final question asked: “Is there anything else you would like to say 

about any of the above topics?” Responses to this question centered on new learnings with 

statements such as: “I gained a lot of new knowledges” (7.i) and “very informative and will help 

students to have a better understanding of the course” (7.ii). Participants indicated that the course 

had been a “very good learning experience” (7.vi) in which they had “learned so much” (7.iii). 

Table 15: Focus Group Question 7 Responses 

QUESTION RESPONSES 

 

Q7. Is there 

anything else you 

would like to say 

about any of the 

above topics? 

i. After studying this course I gained lot of new knowledges 

regarding society and socialization processes.  

ii. They are all very informative and will help students to have better 

understanding of the course.  

iii. It was a very interesting, informative course and I learned so 

much.  

x. It was overall a very good learning experience.  

	

Focus	Group	Thematic	Analysis	

 The online focus group collected qualitative data in order to answer part b) of the 

research question: Can narrative pedagogy […] b) increase understanding of Indigenous issues 
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and cultures in a cohort of adult post-secondary students in Northern Alberta?  An assessment of 

focus group data shows positive changes in attitudes, and increases in understanding of 

Indigenous cultures and issues, in the respondents. 

 Focus group Question #2 asked the respondents to rate how much their knowledge of 

Indigenous cultures had changed over the duration of the course, from 1 (very little to 5 (very 

much). The average rated change in knowledge of Indigenous cultures was 4/5, indicating that 

respondents not only became more interculturally sensitive towards Indigenous peoples as 

indicated by the IDI, they also experienced a corresponding felt change – i.e. they felt 

differently, and were subjectively aware of the changes in the knowledge/attitudes that were 

measured objectively by the Intercultural Development Inventory.  

 The responses to Questions 1 and 3 through 7 contain statements that indicate changes 

that occurred in the respondents. Statement 3a.iv: “I am even more understanding as to what 

Indigenous culture is like” shows a felt change in understanding. Statement 3a.v: “I feel a lot 

better informed when it comes to the Indigenous culture. I've never spent a lot of time learning 

about this in the past” speaks to the respondent’s lack of prior learning about Indigenous issues, 

and their subsequent increase in “feeling” informed. Statements 3b.v “I think the history alone 

has impacted me the most on Indigenous cultures” and 3b.viii “really hit home on the prejudice 

every day” showcase an important change in knowledge, not just of Indigenous history, but also 

of a change in awareness and understanding of the impact of that history on present-day 

Indigenous experience. Statement 6.vii: “This course has made me appreciate Indigenous culture 

even more,” and statement 6.viii: “I've learned so much about Indigenous perspectives through 



 

BUILDING INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE 

113 

 

taking this course,” indicate an awareness of the changes in knowledge level and emotional 

responsiveness to Indigenous culture and issues. 

 Focus Group Questions 3b, 4b, and 6 were questions inquiring about affect. Questions1, 

3a, 4a, 5, 6 and 7 asked for information related to the participants’ thoughts, or cognitions. 

Question #1 stated: Please think about Indigenous cultures in Canada. What comes to mind? This 

is a cognitive question meant to draw out associations that the research participants make to 

Canadian Indigenous peoples. Responses show knowledge of the distinct Canadian Indigenous 

groups – First nations, Metis and Inuit – as well as the hardships these groups have endured 

historically, and continue to endure today. There is evidence that the research participants are 

more aware of the resilience of Indigenous peoples and their efforts to survive the hardships of 

colonization. There are also strong associations related to appreciation of Indigenous cultures – 

the ancient traditions, the respectful relationship with nature and All Our Relations, the richness 

of Indigenous values and traditions, the importance of Indigenous knowledges, as well as an 

acknowledgement of Indigenous contributions to society. Valuing Indigenous peoples and 

stating/believing that they deserve to be treated with “respect and dignity” (1. xv) is 

representative of a small step towards reconciliation; one participant also discussed their active 

support for Indigenous traditions and ceremonies – perhaps this shows a beginning sign of 

solidarity and a willingness to bridge cultural differences.  

 
Table 16: Focus Group Question 1 Thematic Analysis 

Q1. Please 
think about 
Indigenous 
cultures in 

Meaning Units 
Key Words & 
Phrases 

Descriptors THEMES 
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Canada. What 
comes to 
mind? 
 
 
COGNITIVE 
QUESTION  
 
 
RATIONALE: 
COGNITIVE 
ASSOCIATIO
NS 

come a long way in 
sociality. have more 
options [now] 
more educated now.  
 
Indigenous have 
been misguided, 
mistreated, left 
confused, lost, hurt. 
severely threatened 
by colonial forces.  
Indigenous culture, 
language, social 
systems shaped the 
development of 
Canada. continue to 
grow despite 
extreme adversity.  
a beautiful, old 
culture. deep 
respect for the Earth 
working hard to 
thrive after a 
horrible time in 
history. 
ties to the land. 
efforts to live 
sustainably.  
reserves [w/o] 
access to food and 
water. stuck in 
poverty 
strive to preserve 
culture in face of 
difficulty.  
values and 
knowledges of 
indigenous culture 
is important for 
[mainstream] 
society  

“Come a long way” 
Increased options 
Increased education 
Past abuses – 
colonial damage 
Indigenous 
contributions to 
Canadian society 
Perseverance 
Beautiful culture 
Old culture 
Respect for earth 
Working hard for 
recovery 
“horrible time in 
history” 
Historical trials 
Ties to the land 
Sustainable living 
Lack of basic 
necessities 
Poverty 
Efforts to preserve 
culture 
“in face of 
difficulty” 
Importance of 
Indigenous values 
Importance of 
Indigenous 
knowledges 
Protectors of earth 
Link between past 
& present 
“often left behind” 
First peoples 
Deserve respect / 
dignity 
Attachment to 
traditions 
Support for 

**FIRST PEOPLES – 
FNMI 
 
**PROGRESS 
“LINK BETWEEN 
PAST AND PRESENT” 
“OFTEN LEFT 
BEHIND” 
***HISTORICAL 
ABUSE 
MARGINALIZATION; 
*POVERTY – money 
food water; CURRENT 
DIFFICULTIES 
 
**RESILIENCE 
 
***APPRECIATION – 
BEAUTIFUL 
CULTURE; OLD; rich, 
distinct 
CONTRIBUTION TO 
SOCIETY 
VALUES; 
KNOWLEDGES 
DESERVE 
RESPECT/DIGNITY 
SPIRITUALITY 
ANCIENT 
TRADITIONS* 
 
PROTECTORS OF 
EARTH; NATURE – 
RESPECT – nature 
others animals 
ENVIRONMENT; 
RESPECT EARTH; 
SUSTAINABILITY 
 
SUPPORT  
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protectors of Earth. 
link between past 
and present 
often left behind 
when it comes to 
the present world.  
first inhabitants of 
Canada 
should be treated 
with the respect and 
dignity that they 
deserve.  
customs, beliefs, 
traditions are very 
important to 
[Indigenous 
peoples].  
I attend Indigenous 
cultural events to 
show my support  
marginalized. 
own ways and own 
cultures that we 
have spent the past 
200-300 years 
decimating.  
respecting each 
other, respecting 
nature, respecting 
the animals, 
spirituality.  
Indigenous cultures 
in Canada include 
First Nations, Metis 
and Inuit people 
closely connected to 
nature and 
environment.  
Human 
development started 
happening in 
indigenous 
population long 
before first contact 

Indigenous people 
& culture 
Marginalization 
Distinct cultures 
Historical abuses 
Respectfulness – 
people, animals, 
nature 
Spirituality 
FNMI in Canada 
Connection to 
nature – 
environment 
First peoples 
Rich 
culture/tradition 
Ancient 
culture/tradition 
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with Europeans 
rich with ancient 
culture and 
tradition. 

 

Key words and descriptive phrases evident in the responses to Question 1 include: 

threatened, continue to grow, beautiful, old, deep respect, sustainably, poverty, preserve culture, 

difficulty, important, protectors of Earth, respect and dignity, marginalized, connected, rich, 

ancient, culture and traditions. Themes identified in the responses include cultural awareness, 

appreciation, resilience, environment, spirituality, tradition, historical issues, current issues, 

contributions to society, and relationships. 

 

Table 17: Focus Group Question 3a Thematic Analysis 

Q3a. How did 
the course 
content and 
Indigenous 
stories impact 
your 
knowledge or 
understanding 
of Indigenous 
cultures?  

Meaning Units 
Key Words & 
Phrases 

Descriptors THEMES 

 
 
COGNITIVE 
QUESTION  
 
RATIONALE: 
LEARNING 
ABOUT 
OTHERS 
FROM STORY 

sometimes stories 
were difficult to 
interpret. language 
that I am unfamiliar 
with. exercises help 
understanding  
fully increases my 
understanding of 
many inequalities 
they continue to 

Interpretation 
difficulties 
Unfamiliar language 
Exercises help 
understanding 
Increased 
understanding 
Continued 
inequalities 
Increased 

*UNFAMILIARITY 
STORY EXERCISES 
HELP INCREASE 
UNDERSTANDING 
 
UNDERSTANDING OF 
CONTINUED 
INEQUALITIES 
 
ENVIRONMENT; 
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face.  
helped me to 
understand the 
abundant 
knowledge of 
indigenous people 
about natural 
remedies.  
more understanding 
environment is so 
important. Wise 
people.  
lot better informed 
.I've never spent a 
lot of time learning 
about this in the 
past. Stories-course 
material gave 
opportunity to 
understand and 
learn about 
indigenous 
perspective[s] 

understanding 
Abundant 
knowledge of nature 
Increased 
understanding 
Environment 
Wise people 
Increased 
knowledge 
Lack of prior 
learning 
Understanding 
Story 
Learning Indigenous 
perspectives 

ABUNDANT 
KNOWLEDGE OF 
NATURE 
 
INCREASED 
KNOWLEDGE; *NEW 
LEARNING; 
**INCREASED 
UNDERSTANDING 
STORY – learn-
understand Indigenous 
perspectives 

 

Table 18: Focus Group Question 3b Thematic Analysis 

Q3b. What 
story or 
reading from 
the course had 
the most 
impact on you? 

Meaning Units 
Key Words & 
Phrases 

Descriptors THEMES 

 
 
 
AFFECTIVE 
QUESTION  
 
RATIONALE: 
MEANINGFUL 
ENCOUNTER 

Ganö:nyög (Thanks 
Giving Address)  
keeping the land 
safe for seven 
generations to 
come. This is in 
such contrast with 
what most people 
believe today, and if 

Thanksgiving 
Land 
Environment/climate 
Keeping land safe 
for children to come 
Contrasting cultures 
Race/ethnicity 
Story 
Enjoyment. Fun 

THANKSGIVING – 
NATURE 
APPRECIATION  
INDIGNEOUS 
CULTURE & 
NATURE; 
ENVIRONMENT; 
CARE FOR EARTH 
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we could all adopt 
this policy maybe 
the world wouldn't 
be on the track we 
are on today when it 
comes to global 
warming and 
climate change.  
Chapter Eight [Race 
& Ethnicity]  
I enjoyed all the 
stories. insightful 
and fun. they gave a 
good understanding  
the history alone. 
how these cultures 
have come to be 
very lost.  
Residential schools. 
My husbands late 
mother went to 
residential school, 
and Ive always had 
so many questions 
about what 
happened. I had alot 
of them answered 
throughout this 
course. 
I loved learning 
about [Indigenous 
relationship to] 
nature.  
The case studies - 
prejudice every day. 
trying to apply for 
social assistance. 
Indigenous 
Restorative Justice 

Understanding 
History 
Lost culture 
Residential schools 
Questioning – 
seeking answers 
Love learning 
Indigenous 
relationship to nature 
Everyday prejudice 
Systemic prejudice 
Indigenous 
restorative justice 

ETHNICITY; 
CULTURAL 
DIFFERENCES 
 
STORY ENJOYMENT 
– FUN, 
UNDERSTANDING 
LOVE OF LEARNING 
 
HISTORY; 
RESIDENTIAL 
SCHOOLS; LOST 
CULTURE; SEEKING 
ANSWERS 
PREJUDICE; 
SYSTEMIC 
PREJUDICE 
 
INDIGENOUS 
RESTORATIVE 
JUSTICE 
 

 

 Questions 3a and 4a are also cognitive questions; they ask: “How did the course content 

and Indigenous stories impact your knowledge or understanding of Indigenous cultures?” and 
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“How did the course format (readings and exercises) impact your understanding of your own 

culture and of Indigenous cultures?” These questions were intended to elicit responses related to 

learnings about self and others from Indigenous narratives. Key words and descriptive phrases in 

the 3a responses included: lack of prior learning, unfamiliar, increased understanding, abundant 

knowledge of nature, environment, story, inequalities, Indigenous perspectives and wise. Key 

words and descriptive phrases in the 4a responses included: cultural differences and similarities, 

increased self-awareness, learning Indigenous culture, family, ethnicity and insight. Key words 

and descriptive phrases in the Question 6 cognitive-focused responses included: learning about 

self, learning about others, learning about culture, opens awareness, new insight, sociological 

learning, sociological applications, and need for reconciliation. Themes identified from these 

questions again include an understanding of the depth of an Indigenous relationship with the 

earth, an increased understanding of self and other, and related cultural differences and 

experiences in society, as well as the role of narrative in making the unfamiliar understood, and 

the intergenerational power of Indigenous practices, particularly in child-rearing which, in the 

words of one participant: “led to me being a confident adult” (4a. viii).  

 

Table 19: Focus Group 4a Thematic Analysis 

Q4a. How did 
the course 
format 
(readings and 
exercises) 
impact your 
understanding 
of your own 
culture and of 

Meaning Units 
Key Words & 
Phrases 

Descriptors THEMES 
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Indigenous 
cultures?  
 
 
 
COGNITIVE 
QUESTION  
 
RATIONALE: 
LEARNING 
ABOUT SELF 
AND OTHERS 
FROM STORY 

this course was a 
great one to take to 
understand my self 
better. learn about 
indigenous people.  
really insightful. 
increased awareness 
about myself. 
changed the way I 
view ads or media, 
especially social 
media.  
interesting contrast 
between my culture 
and indigenous 
culture. especially 
in regards to how 
we treat the 
environment. 
differences were 
stark.  
helped me to know 
deeply about 
indigenous culture. 
cultural differences 
between [us].  
great level of 
impact on my 
understanding. 
provided deep 
information re: 
indigenous 
practices, 
knowledge about 
environment.  
made me 
understand the 
differences between 
the two cultures, 
also the 
similarities.  
Having both 

Increased Self 
understanding 
Learning Indigenous 
culture 
Insight 
Increased self-
awareness 
Changes in 
perception of 
ads/media 
Cultural differences 
(interesting-stark) 
Different 
relationship with 
environment 
Know deeply 
Cultural differences 
“deep information” 
“stark” 
“great level of 
impact” 
Knowledge re 
Indigenous 
practices/knowledge
s 
Environment 
Cultural differences 
Cultural similarities 
Cultural learnings 
Indigeneity 
Family 
Mother nurturing 
and allowed to grow 
on its own à 
confidence 
 
 

INCREASED SELF 
UNDERSTANDING 
INCREASED 
SELFAWARENESS 
INCREASED OTHER 
(INDIGENOUS) 
UNDERSTANDING 
INSIGHT; *DEEP 
KNOWING 
 
CULTURAL 
LEARNINGS; 
CHANGES IN 
PERCEPTION 
*CULTURAL 
DIFFERENCES; 
NOTICING 
CULTURAL 
DIFFERENCES 
 
ENVIRONMENT; 
DIFFERENT 
RELATIONSHIP WITH 
ENVIRONMENT 
AWARENESS OF 
INDIGENOUS 
KNOWLEDGES 
KNOWLEDGE OF 
INDIGENOUS 
PRACTICES 
 
CULTURAL 
SIMILARITIES 
INDIGENEITY 
FAMILY; 
RELATIONSHIPS; 
OUTCOME OF 
FAMILY 
CHILDREARING 
PRACTICES 
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perspectives side by 
side made it easier 
to understand both 
cultures. I am not a 
Canadian so it was 
very helpful for me 
to learn about all 
this.  
My grandmother's 
father was Metis, 
way I was raised is 
actually based on 
the Indigenous 
perspective of 
family, something 
my mother nurtured 
and allowed to grow 
on it's own, led to 
me being a 
confident adult  

 

Table 20: Focus Group Question 4b Thematic Analysis 

Q4b. What 
reading and/or 
exercise was 
the most 
meaningful to 
you? 

Meaning Units 
Key Words & 
Phrases 

Descriptors THEMES 

 
 
 
 
AFFECTIVE 
QUESTION  
 
RATIONALE: 
MEANINGFUL 
ENCOUNTER 

environment & 
globalization.  
Media and gender  
Indigenous 
readings. My 
husband is Cree, 
and my youngest 
child is half Cree. I 
was reading those 
readings with her.  
climate change and 
the supplemental 
readings 

  
Environment 
Globalization 
Media - gender 
Indigenous 
information 
Story 
Indigeneity – family 
Sharing 
Climate - 
environment 
Story-readings 
Cultural contrasts 

*ENVIRONMENT; 
THANKSGIVING – 
NATURE 
APPRECIATION  
NATURE LOVING 
CONNECTION 
 
GLOBALIZATION 
 
INDIGENOUS 
READINGS; 
INDIGENOUS 
INFORMATION; 
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demonstrated them 
(contrast between 
cultural relationship 
with environment) 
well.  
Healing circle  
Healing circle  
Chapter Six [Media] 
Indigenous 
perspectives of 
family  
Ganö:nyög (Thanks 
Giving Address) I 
am a nature loving 
person. story very 
well presented. 

Healing circle (i.e. 
balance of medicine 
wheel?) 
Healing circle  
Media 
Indigenous family 
perspectives 
Thanksgiving 
Nature loving 
connection 
Story presentation 

INDIGENOUS STORY 
CULTURAL 
CONTRASTS 
 
FAMILY; FAMILY 
SHARING; 
INDIGENEITY; CARE 
FOR CHILDREN 
 
STORY; STORY 
PRESENTATION 
 
*HEALING CIRCLE 
 
*MEDIA – GENDER  

 

Question #5 asked the participants about their thoughts and ideas related to learning 

through story. In asking: “What comments do you have to share concerning the method and 

practice of teaching with story as it pertains to Indigenization of curriculum and decolonizing 

education?” the question is probing for thoughts that students might, after taking this course, 

have concerning story as a tool for decolonization. The responses were then analyzed for 

relevant themes. The responses indicate that the participants believe that the experience of 

learning through story was positive and beneficial, effectively expanding their knowledge and 

understanding of Indigenous issues. Participants described story as a good and appropriate 

method for teaching, one that not only provided information but also added interest, increased 

understanding, aided visualization and memory. All of these speak persuasively for the use of 

narrative pedagogy in multicultural education.  
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Table 21: Focus Group Question 5 Thematic Analysis 

 
Q5. What comments 
do you have to share 
concerning the 
method and practice 
of teaching with 
story as it pertains 
to Indigenization of 
curriculum and 
decolonizing 
education? 

Meaning Units 
Key Words & 
Phrases 

Descriptors THEMES 

 
 
COGNITIVE & 
AFFECTIVE 
QUESTION  
 
 
RATIONALE: 
STORY AS A TOOL 
OF 
DECOLONIZATION 

learning anything 
new is always great 
doesn't matter how 
the information is 
given as long as it 
gets through and is 
heard and 
understood.  
helps expand our 
knowledge to 
additional cultures. 
There is no 
traditional way of 
life this day and age 
so why should our 
education be any of 
the same [i.e. more 
Western tradition]. 
because Canada is 
multicultural will 
education continue 
to elaborate and 
change to include 
refugees or African 
Americans  
so important to 
learn about 
Indigenous people, 
so more would 
understand how 

Learning is great 
Information needs to 
be heard and 
understood for 
learning 
Knowledge 
expansion 
Education need not 
continue in “Western 
tradition” 
Multicultural Canada 
– education to 
include refugees or 
African Americans? 
Importance of 
learning Indigenous 
culture & colonial 
legacy 
Story added interest 
Story increases 
understanding 
Story facilitates 
memory 
Story elucidates 
“gives clear image” 
Story informative 
Resources helpful to 
understanding 
5.viii “I truly believe 
this method is 

POSITIVE LEARNING 
LEARNING 
THROUGH 
UNDERSTANDING 
KNOWLEDGE 
EXPANSION 
OTHER WAYS OF 
LEARNING 
 
INCLUSION 
 
IMPORTANCE OF 
LEARNING 
INDIGENOUS 
CULTURE – HISTORY 
COLONIAL LEGACY 
 
RESOURCES (STORY 
& INFORMATION) 
AIDS 
UNDERSTANDING 
 
STORY: 
ADDS INTEREST 
*INCREASES 
UNDERSTANDING 
FACILITATES 
MEMORY 
GIVES 
INFORMATION 



 

BUILDING INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE 

124 

 

hard they are 
working to come 
back from a horrible 
time in history.  
method and practice 
of teaching with 
story added a lot of 
interest to the 
subject  
help to understand 
easily and 
remember. give a 
clear image the 
situations.  
very informative. 
resources were very 
helpful to 
understand 
I truly believe this 
method is necessary 
in order to 
appreciate and 
understand 
Indigenous 
perspectives.  
method and practice 
of teaching with 
story is a good one, 
a lot of children will 
benefit from. If 
curriculum and 
education are to be 
Indigenized and 
decolonized than it 
only makes sense to 
go back to the story-
telling method, 
which was the 
practice by most if 
not all Indigenous 
cultures for 
centuries. 
method and practice 
of teaching with 

necessary in order to 
appreciate and 
understand 
Indigenous 
perspectives.” 
Story good method / 
practice 
Story benefits 
children 
Story makes sense 
for Indigenization 
and decolonization 
of education  
Story good idea for 
teaching 
Story à better 
understanding 
Story à visualize 
the learning 
 
 
 

GOOD METHOD & 
PRACTICE 
BENEFITS CHILDREN 
APPROPRIATE FOR 
INDIGENIZATION & 
DECOLONIZATION 
GOOD FOR 
TEACHING 
*AIDS VISUAL 
LEARNING 
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stories was really a 
good idea. 
understand concepts 
better [with] stories, 
can visualize the 
learning. 

 

Key words and descriptive phrases found in the responses to Question 5 include: added 

interest, increased understanding, remembering, helpful, Indigenization, decolonization, expand 

our knowledge and good method and practice. There was also a suggestion that such education 

could expand “to include [cultural narratives of] refugees or African Americans” (5.iii).  I 

believe the sentiments of the participants are eloquently summed up in response 5.viii: “I truly 

believe this method is necessary in order to appreciate and understand Indigenous perspectives.” 

Broad themes identified in the responses to this question include learning, inclusion, cultural 

understanding, and narrative as pedagogy. 

 Questions 6 and 7 were the last cognitive questions to be asked. They read: “What would 

you most like to share relating to your experience(s) taking this course?” and “Is there anything 

else you would like to say about any of the above topics?” Both of these questions are seeking 

information about the participants’ subjective thoughts regarding important take-aways from the 

course – i.e. what it is that they will, or wish to, remember about their experience. Question 6 

was open to both cognitive and emotional responses – the responses with emotional tones are 

addressed with the affective question analyses; the responses with cognitive tones are analyzed 

here.  
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Table 22: Focus Group Question 6 Thematic Analysis 

Q6. What would 
you most like to 
share relating to 
your 
experience(s) 
taking this 
course? 

Meaning Units 
Key Words & 
Phrases 

Descriptors THEMES 

 
COGNITIVE & 
AFFECTIVE 
QUESTION  
 
 
RATIONALE: 
EMOTIONALLY 
SUBJECTIVE 
SENSE OF 
IMPORTANT  
TAKE AWAYS 

 appreciate 
Indigenous culture 
even more. 
saddened by how 
[Indigenous 
peoples] have been 
treated. 
embarrassment. 
Interested [in 
Indigenous person’s 
story]. moved to 
tears, but I had to 
watch it. hope that a 
wrong be turned to 
a right.  
 feel kinship with 
my ancestors  
I liked the learning 
Canadian 
sociology, 
indigenous stories. 

Appreciation 
Sadness 
Embarrassment 
Moved to tears 
Need to know 
Hope 
Justice - 
reconciliation 
Kinship – ancestors 
Learning 
Story 

APPRECIATION 
 
SADNESS RE 
HISTORICAL 
INJUSTICE; MOVED 
TO TEARS 
EMBARRASSMENT – 
HISTORICAL 
INJUSTICE 
HOPE; JUSTICE – 
RECONCILIATION 
 
LEARNING; NEED TO 
KNOW – DESIRE FOR 
KNOWLEDGE 
 
KINSHIP 
STORY 

 
 
RATIONALE: 
COGNITIVELY 
SUBJECTIVE 
SENSE OF 
IMPORTANT  
TAKE AWAYS 

I learnt a lot, new 
information that I 
did not know before 
about my self, 
culture and other 
people. new insight 
about all different 
cultures.  
I think this course 
opens your 
awareness to the 
world around, 
sociological 

Increased learning – 
self 
Increased learning 
culture 
Increased learning – 
others 
New insight 
Opens Awareness 
Sociological 
applications 
Learning – 
Indigenous peoples 
Learning – theories 

INSIGHT 
AWARENESS 
INCREASED SELF 
AWARENESS 
INCREASED OTHER 
AWARENESS 
 
INCREASED 
CULTURAL 
LEARNING; 
LEARNING re: 
INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES 
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theories very much 
applicable today.  
I would definitely 
share what I learned 
about the 
Indigenous people, 
as well as the 
different theories. I 
enjoyed the 
Dancing Man, and 
learning about 
crowds.  
Before this course I 
like many people 
wondered what the 
point of the 
reconciliation 
movement was if all 
the atrocities and 
wrong doings were 
made by people 
who are long gone. 
Which is certainly 
not the case.  
course was very 
helpful to study 
society, how 
sociological 
theories applied  
gave me significant 
knowledge about 
sociological 
perspectives and 
theories and their 
application in the 
real world.   

Learning – crowds 
Increased 
understanding – need 
for reconciliation 
(i.e. current vs. past 
issue) 
Sociological 
applications 
Sociological 
knowledge – real 
world applications 
 

INCREASED 
UNDERSTANDING 
OF 
RECONCILIATION 
NEEDS 
 
SOCIOLOGICAL 
KNOWLEDGE, 
THEORIES 
**SOCIOLOGICAL 
APPLICATIONS 
 

 

The key words and descriptors identified in the various phrases used to answer Questions 

6 and 7 are increased knowledge, increased understanding, maximized / good learning, 

interesting and informative. All of these descriptors were categorized as belonging to themes of 
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increased knowledge and understanding, and learning that is interesting, informative and “good.” 

Broad themes identified in Questions 6 and 7 were related to insight and awareness (of self and 

other), increased learning of Indigenous culture and issues (for example, the need for 

reconciliation), and knowledge of sociological theories and the application of the same.  

 

Table 23: Focus Group Question 7 Thematic Analysis 

Q7. Is there 
anything else 
you would like 
to say about 
any of the 
above topics? 

Meaning Units 
Key Words & 
Phrases 

Descriptors THEMES 

 
COGNITIVE 
QUESTION  
 
 
RATIONALE: 
COGNITIVEL
Y 
SUBJECTIVE 
SENSE OF 
IMPORTANT  
TAKE AWAYS 

I gained lot of new 
knowledges 
regarding society 
and socialization 
processes.  
all very informative, 
help students to 
have better 
understanding 
a very interesting, 
informative course. 
I learned so much.  
overall a very good 
learning experience.  

Increased 
knowledge 
Better 
understanding 
Interesting  
Informative 
Learned “so much” 
Good learning 
experience 

INCREASED 
KNOWLEDGE 
INCREASED 
UNDERSTANDING 
INTERESTING 
INFORMATIVE 
LEARNING 
MAXIMIZED 
GOOD LEARNING 

 

 Questions 3b, and 4b, as well as Question #6 were meant to elicit emotional, or affective 

responses from the participants. Question 3b asked: “What story or reading from the course had 

the most impact on you?” and question 4b asked: “What reading and/or exercise was the most 

meaningful to you?” Both of these questions were meant to encourage the participants to discuss 

meaningful experiences or “encounters” with Indigenous narratives and the course content. As 
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mentioned above, emotional responses to question 6, which asked: “What would you most like to 

share relating to your experience(s) taking this course?” are analyzed here with the affective 

questions, as it reasonable to assume that an impactful experience that one would wish to 

remember would be related to a meaningful encounter. Key words and descriptive phrases in the 

3b responses included: thanksgiving, environment, keeping land safe for seven generations to 

come, race/ethnicity, prejudice, restorative justice, story and learning. Key words and descriptive 

phrases in the 4b responses included: globalization, environment, family, healing circles, stories, 

and media. Key words and descriptive phrases in the Question 6 emotional-focused responses 

included: appreciation, sadness, embarrassment, moved to tears, need to know, hope, 

reconciliation, kinship with ancestors, learning and story. Themes identified in the responses 

related to meaningful or impactful encounters with course topics include increased knowledge 

of, and appreciation for, Indigenous cultures, restorative justice and Indigenous healing circles, 

globalization, media as well as the contrast between Western and Indigenous cultures. Themes 

evident in the responses related to an emotionally subjective sense of important take-aways 

center on a sense of appreciation of Indigenous cultures, and empathy for Indigenous peoples, 

expressed as sadness/embarrassment over past and current abuses, and a hope for justice (6.vii). 

One student expressed a renewed sense of kinship in statement 6.viii: "Even though I don't know 

any of my Indigenous relatives, I can feel a sort of kinship with my ancestors knowing that some 

of these perspectives, or even some of the stories were probably told by one of them at some 

point in time” (6.viii). This sense of relationship, evoked and strengthened by story is an example 

the power of narrative to make connections between people across time and space (Gjems, 

2010). 
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 Cognitive and emotional aspects of attitudes express themselves in behaviours. 

Behaviours represent expressions of culture as knowledge (Koch, 2009) and practice as well as 

embodied culture as referred to by Bennett & Castiglioni (2004), and discussed in chapter two of 

this paper. Although no questions specifically asked participants about their behaviours, 

statements concerning behaviours can be found in some of the responses. For example, statement 

1.xvii: “I attend Indigenous cultural events to show my support to them,” indicates an active, and 

perhaps pre-existing, desire to stand in solidarity with Indigenous peoples. Statement 4a.xvii: 

“the way I was raised is actually based on the Indigenous perspective of family … led to me 

being a confident adult” (Statement 4a. viii) speaks to an awareness and appreciation of how one 

can benefit from Indigenous knowledges and practices across generations. Statement 6.vii 

indicates a level of interest and concern in the story and experience of Chanie Wenjack, an 

Indigenous child who escaped from a residential school and died trying to walk the 400 miles 

home (Adams, 1967). The statement speaks also of sorrow, hope and a longing for justice that is 

easily represented as an echo of the feelings experienced by many Indigenous peoples in Canada 

and around the world.  

Summary of Overarching Themes 

 Qualitative data from the online focus group showed increased levels of knowledge 

regarding Indigenous cultures, and issues faced by Indigenous peoples, in the students benefiting 

from the inclusion of Indigenous content and narratives with the standard curriculum. The 

following summarizes the key points made by the qualitative data: 

• Students expressed a greater appreciation of Indigenous peoples’ cultures. 

• Students showed increased knowledge of Indigenous culture and ethnicity. 
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• Students showed an increased level of knowledge issues experienced by Indigenous 

peoples in Western society, both past (e.g. residential schools) and present (e.g. prejudice 

and/or systemic racism). 

• Students showed a greater understanding of some of the contrasts between Western and 

Indigenous culture. 

• Students’ change in intercultural competence was subjectively experienced as a felt 

change. 

• Students found narrative learning to be a positive and beneficial experience. 

• Students experienced narrative as an effective tool in enhancing the learning of course 

content. 

Five overarching themes were identified from focus group data. These were: 

1. Appreciation of Indigenous culture and the resilience shown by Indigenous peoples 

(accompanied by connection to family and/or values for students with Indigenous 

backgrounds); 

2. Increased cultural awareness (of self and of other); 

3. Increased knowledge of Indigenous cultures and their relationship to the land or 

environment, as well as increased knowledge of historical and present-day issues faced 

by Indigenous peoples; 

4. Appreciation of narrative teaching and learning; and 

5. Increased knowledge of sociological course content and application of sociological 

theory.	
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 Learning outcomes are often divided into cognitive (knowledge acquisition), 

affective/emotional responses, such as empathy, and skills or development of appropriate 

behaviours (Mikk 2015). Responses to the focus group questions were parsed (to remove 

extraneous words) and analyzed by the researcher for units of meaning in the form of key words 

and phrases related to thoughts, emotions, and behaviours of participants. Descriptor words were 

assigned and, from these, relevant themes were identified in the last section of this chapter (see 

Tables 16-23). These themes were then condensed into overarching categories related to 

emotional associations and responses to Indigeneity, and cognitive changes in self-awareness or 

knowledge of similarities and differences between Western and Indigenous cultures, as well as 

changes in awareness and understanding of Indigenous cultures and issues in mainstream 

Canadian society. Additional themes identified concerned the experience of learning the 

sociological content and the experience of learning through narrative.  

 Analysis of the identified themes shows that the students referenced topics related to 

general knowledge – be it knowledge of Indigenous practices, Indigenous relationship to the 

earth and environment, or knowledge of historical and present-day issues experienced by 

Indigenous peoples in society – 62 times, which is almost twice as often as they did other topics. 

References to narrative, or learning through story occurred 33 times, as did references to cultural 

awareness; the cultural awareness references included both general comments about culture as 

well as comments related to cultural self-awareness and cultural other-awareness. Comments 

indicative of appreciation for Indigenous culture and values, or of Indigenous peoples in general 

and their admirable resilience in the face of adversity occurred 23 times. References to the 
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specific content of the sociology course were the least in number – only 8 times. The frequency 

of each thematic occurrence is represented graphically in Figure 18 below. 

 

Figure 18: Frequency of Theme Occurrences 

  

 The occurrence or frequency of comments related to each of these themes seems to 

indicate that the primary area of growth is in the arena of cognitive knowledge about Indigenous 

culture, history and experience. However, the growth in cultural awareness, of both self and 

other, is also marked, as is the emotional awareness or appreciation of Indigeneity. This pattern 

of intercultural development, situating cognitive knowing before affective or embodied knowing, 

is congruent with that described by intercultural specialists (Bennett & Castiglioni, 2004; 

Hammer, 2008). The occurrence of comments related to Indigenous narratives and learning 

through story suggests that the narrative approach to teaching was impactful for the students, 
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including learning of the standard sociological content of the course, although the number of 

comments about course specific topics were less than those about narrative related to learning 

with respect to Indigenous content. 

Limitations	of	the	Focus	Group	Data	

 There are three limitations related to this focus group data. First, this data is solely from 

the narrative class because the questions focus on the participants’ experience of the Indigenous 

content and narrative instruction that was specific to the narrative class. However, this means 

that the voices of the standard class regarding their thoughts about Indigenous cultures have not 

been heard. Another limitation of the focus group data concerns the online format. As the course 

was asynchronous, the focus group questions asked upon course completion were also answered 

in an asynchronous format, resulting in a situation in which follow-up questions that might have 

resulted in increased clarity or expanded answers from respondents could not be asked. Also, 

although the focus group data has been examined for answers to the research question, it has not 

been analyzed for other questions related to Indigenous and/or narrative education, so it is 

possible that there is much more information that could be gleaned were the data to be mined 

from a different point of view. 

Discussion	and	Conclusion			

	 Qualitative data consisted of student responses to questions in an online focus group. 

Answers to the focus group questions were analyzed for both cognitive and affective changes in 

the participants. Examining words and phrases and categorizing these into meaning units 

indicated a number of themes within the responses. The themes showed increased cognitive 

awareness of Indigenous issues through an increased knowledge of Indigenous culture(s), and of 
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historical and contemporary factors affecting Indigenous peoples in Canada. The increased 

understanding and appreciation of Indigenous cultures was particularly evident when considering 

the Indigenous knowledges and relationship with the environment, promoting a sense of 

connection related to a shared love of nature. The themes also provided evidence of affective 

changes in the participants; represented by increased self- and other-awareness, as well as 

increased empathy.  

 Responses to a question asking participants to rate their change in knowledge regarding 

Indigenous cultures showed that participants’ change in intercultural awareness was subjectively 

experienced as a felt change, enabling them not only to rate their changes in interculturality, but 

to describe their experiences of these changes as well. There was also some indication that the 

attitudinal changes experienced by participants resulted in positive behavioural changes as well. 

Additionally, the participants’ experience of Indigenous narratives and learning through story 

was strongly identified as a positive and impactful learning experience. There was evidence of a 

true enjoyment of learning from the Indigenous stories presented, to the point of sharing them 

with family, as in statement 4b.iii: “my youngest child is half Cree. I was reading those readings 

with her.” 

Overall, the inclusion of Indigenous content and narrative pedagogy increased knowledge 

and understanding of Indigenous cultures, as well as the issues experienced by Indigenous 

peoples, in the research participants. The answer to part b) of the research question, then, is that 

narrative pedagogy can increase understanding of Indigenous issues and cultures in a cohort of 

adult post-secondary students in Northern Alberta. 	
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CHAPTER	SIX:	DISCUSSION	OF	RESEARCH	FINDINGS	

 The 63rd Call to Action of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) 

states: “We call upon the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada to maintain an annual 

commitment to Aboriginal education issues, including: […] Building student capacity for 

intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect” (2015, p. 331).  The rationale for this 

research was rooted in these calls to action and in the TRC statement that “the way we educate 

our children and ourselves must change” (2015, p. 317). Decolonization requires this change in 

education. The context of this research project was therefore an educational setting (post-

secondary) in Canada. A community research project (Taylor, 2017a) that confirmed the efficacy 

of narrative pedagogy in Indigenous education led to the creation of the research question: Can 

narrative pedagogy a) increase intercultural sensitivity in a measurable way and b) increase 

understanding of Indigenous issues and cultures in a cohort of adult post-secondary students in 

Northern Alberta?  An examination of the literature related to culture and narrative in chapter 

two of this dissertation confirmed that culture is knowledge-based, created and sustained through 

embodied narratives; that narratives are culturally universal methods of teaching and learning 

that provide us with important social information and build relationships between people; and 

that intercultural competence is a developmental process that can be measured. 

 By employing a mixed methods paradigm this research project measured changes in 

levels of intercultural competence in two groups of students; one group (the narrative class) was 

exposed to Indigenous content and pedagogy, specifically narrative teaching methods, and the 

other group (the standard class) was taught a standard curriculum. I explored the subjective 

experiences of intercultural understanding in students exposed to Indigenous content and 
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narrative teaching methods, and determined whether employing Indigenous pedagogies, 

particularly narrative, is a practical strategy for use in decolonizing education and building better 

relationships within educational communities.  

Key	Findings	of	the	Research	

 Quantitative data from the IDI demonstrated that students from the narrative class 

experienced growth in intercultural competence, as measured on the Intercultural Development 

Continuum (IDC). In contrast, those students in the standard class that acted as a control group 

did not show any progress on the IDC. Qualitative data provided evidence that appreciation of 

Indigenous cultures, and understanding of the issues that Indigenous peoples face, increased over 

the duration of the course for students in the narrative class. The qualitative data also indicates 

that the students from the narrative class experienced narrative learning as a positive and 

beneficial way to enhance interest in, and learning of, the course content.  

Stating this in the simplest and most fundamental way, we can say that not only do 

students enjoy and benefit from narrative teaching, but narrative teaching with Indigenous 

content and Indigenous narratives increases intercultural competence in students, as well as 

increasing their understanding and appreciation of Indigenous cultures and experiences. 

Discussion	

	 Any discussion of research must address what the data said, what that means, and why it 

matters. Details of what the data said and what they mean have been presented in chapters 4 and 

5, and summarized in the Key Findings paragraph above; this chapter’s discussion will focus on 

the significance of this research project and its findings. The first important consideration of this 

research is that it responds to Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (2015) Calls to 
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Action in education by “developing culturally appropriate curricula” (TRC, p. 321), “building 

student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect” and by 

“identifying teacher-training needs” (TRC, p. 331) related to these actions. Secondly, this 

research is important because it confirms the research of others (Carter-Black, 2007; Eng, 2006; 

Greene, 1994; Savin-Badin & Van Niekerk, 2007) who have found narrative to be effective in 

increasing intercultural sensitivity and understanding, and it does this quantitatively as well as 

qualitatively. I have found no other studies that have quantitatively measured changes in 

intercultural competence as a result of narrative teaching. Furthermore, the results of this 

research suggest ways to improve our educational curriculum so as to work towards closing the 

“Aboriginal gap,” and to help us move forward in reconciliation. Finally, this research posits 

Indigenous narrative pedagogy as a practical strategy for decolonizing education and 

implementing antiracist teaching practices in our educational institutions. 

 Aboriginal gap. The gap between the educational achievement of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous Canadians has been a long-standing issue in our education system (Statistics Canada, 

2008, 2011). This discrepancy in education of course extends into occupational and income 

disparity, and these differences compound the individual and community health difficulties 

experienced by Indigenous peoples in Canada (Taylor 2016). It must be said at this point that the 

“gap” in educational attainment and subsequent employment opportunities between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous populations is not representative of lesser scholastic ability in Indigenous 

populations; nor does it represent a diminished sense of responsibility in Indigenous peoples. 

Rather, the disparate outcomes of education between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students 

highlight the failure of our educational system to meet the needs of Indigenous learners.    
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 Responding to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s call to “eliminate educational 

and employment gaps between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians” (2015, p.320), closing 

the “Aboriginal Gap” requires that we address the issues that Indigenous students face within our 

current education system. Just as failure to address the racism, stereotypes, oppression and 

disvaluing of Indigenous ways of knowing and being has affected all Canadians (Canadian 

Council on Learning, 2009; Danyluk and Sheppard, 2015), addressing these issues will also 

benefit all of Canadian society (Gordon and White, 2014). A clear way to begin is by rectifying 

the historical lack of accurate and respectful Indigenous content in the K-12 elementary and 

secondary school system, as well as in post-secondary institutions. I do not advocate increasing 

Indigenous content without context or esteem, but rather I propose a transformation in the way 

we present Indigenous content. We need to privilege Indigenous voices in our curriculum, giving 

them equal status with Western approaches to knowledge, thus empowering Indigenous learners 

who see themselves, and their ways of knowing and being, as valued in education and society. 

Such curriculum changes are likely to result in increased student engagement and success, which 

will translate into occupational success, and therefore greater incomes and improved health for 

Indigenous peoples.  

 What this research provides is a way of making our curriculum respectful and relevant to 

Indigenous learners, simultaneously reducing stereotypes, and therefore stereotype threat – the 

pressure on racialized and/or economically disadvantaged groups to conform to the stereotypes 

assigned to them (Croizet & Millet, 2012; Godsil et al., 2017), something which contributes in 

no small part to the difficulties Indigenous learners experience within the current education 

system (Goulet & Goulet, 2014). Including Indigenous content and Indigenous voices through 
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narrative in this research resulted in increased intercultural competence in students. Indigenous, 

Canadian-born, and international students all benefitted from increased intercultural competence 

as a result of narrative teaching and, as per the research findings, reported being engaged with 

and enjoying their learning. As narrative is a universal way of thinking and learning, it is a 

simple and effective way of implementing a universal design principle to engage learners with 

the subject matter, and of providing avenues for learning reflection and expression. This research 

supports that of Chew et al. (2019) who proposed that “Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 

benefit from processes that support narratives crossing geographic, disciplinary, and membership 

borders” (p.135). These research results also show that adapting teaching styles to adopt a 

narrative approach results in enriched learning experiences of course content and culture. 

Improved intercultural learning experiences can help to close the “Aboriginal gap” in education, 

as well as strengthen relationships and promote the living practice of reconciliation in our 

communities.  

 Reconciliation. According to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 

“reconciliation is about establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful relationship between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples” (2015, p. 6); this requires “awareness of the past, 

acknowledgement of the harm that has been inflicted, atonement for the causes, and action to 

change behaviour” (TRC, 2015, p.6-7). The work of reconciliation begins with speaking and 

hearing truth. Education offers a way to become aware of and acknowledge past harms, as well 

as move forward with different behaviours.  

 This research provides evidence that Indigenous narrative pedagogy increases knowledge 

about, and understanding of, historical and present-day issues Indigenous peoples have faced in 
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Canadian society. This research also confirms that Indigenous narrative pedagogy increases 

intercultural competence in students, and these attitude changes lead to changes in behaviours. 

Self-identifying Indigenous students involved in this research reported appreciating the 

Indigenous narratives and connecting with their family and ancestors through hearing the stories. 

This research therefore aligns with the statement of Chew et al. (2019) that “the process of 

telling and listening to stories of Indigenous presence and persistence allows us [Indigenous 

peoples] to become whole in them” (p.133). 

 As Truth and Reconciliation Commission chair Murray Sinclair has stated, “education is 

the key to reconciliation” (Watters, 2015). Educating with Indigenous content and pedagogy, and 

in particular, Indigenous narratives, better serves our students and our communities; education 

that honours Indigenous voices and ways of knowing can be a place for speaking and hearing the 

truths needed to establish respectful relationships. Building respectful relationships between 

people and cultures involves the development of intercultural competence – this research shows 

that Indigenous narrative pedagogy increases intercultural competence, an important 

consideration in reconciliation work. 

 Decolonizing Education. Colonization refers to the invasion and establishment of a 

foreign power in another people’s territory – both geographic and psychological – for the 

purpose of dominating the people and exploiting their resources. Colonization may begin with 

military subjugation, but it then continues through political, social and economic practices that 

favour the colonizing culture over the colonized. France and Britain have been colonizing the 

Indigenous peoples of Canada over the last 500 years. In education this colonization has 

historically taken the form of residential schools - removing Indigenous children from their 
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homes in order to assimilate them into the dominant culture. It continues today through 

educational socialization to the dominant culture’s values, customs and ways of knowing and 

being. The concurrent lack of information on, or affirmation of, Indigenous voices, values, 

customs, histories and ways of knowing and being makes the curriculum non-relevant to 

Indigenous learners. This lack of relatedness continues to colonize Indigenous learners by 

intellectually and aspirationally separating them from their cultures (United Nations, 2003). 

 “Decolonization is various resistances to a colonial world view” (Dayle, 2019, p. 32); in 

education decolonization can take many forms, one of the most important being teaching local 

native languages (Chew et al., 2019; United Nations, 2003). Other actions include 

acknowledging Indigenous histories and perspectives, welcoming Indigenous Elders and 

Knowledge-keepers into classes, promoting community involvement in schools, and developing 

culturally relevant curriculum. Culturally relevant curriculum gives students a sense of 

significance, one of the requirements in successful learning (Brokenleg, 1999). Education is 

about more than content, however; it is also about preparing students to engage with society in a 

meaningful way. In Canada, which aspires to be a pluralistic, multicultural society, this 

engagement requires an ability to be in relationship with different ways of knowing, and 

openness to hearing other points of view.  

 What this research provides is a clearer understanding of the role that narrative can play 

in decolonizing education, as stories “are one of the ways that oral traditions may serve to disrupt 

dominant Western conceptualizations” (Styres, 2019, p. 28). Stories that center Indigenous ways 

of knowing and being support Indigenous knowledge systems and advance learning in multi-

layered ways (Chew et al., 2019). Indigenous content that is added to mainstream curricula 
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without context or relationship, however, can often lead to resistance and increased cross-cultural 

misunderstandings (Gaudry and Lorenz, 2019). On the other hand, when we add Indigenous 

content in the form of narratives, a different kind of learning takes place: we see the world from 

a different point of view (McKeough et al., 2008) and, rather than antipathy, we develop 

empathy (Gottschall, 2013; Jabbi et al., 2007). Stories build relationships. The other thing that 

stories teach is how to be open to others’ perspectives; listening is a learning process inherent in 

oral teaching. Narrative gives us content and preparation for engagement with society. 

 This research aligns with others that have shown Indigenous stories to be an important 

and transformational ingredient in decolonizing education (Asimeng-Boahene, 2010; Bruner, 

1994; Chew et al., 2019; Eder, 2012; Edwards, 2009; Inglebret et al., 2008; McKeough et al., 

2008; Russell, 2006). In addition, this research offers a practical approach to decolonizing 

education through embracing Indigenous narrative pedagogy, thus decentering the monocultural 

Western perspective and expanding our knowledges to a more multicultural or Two-Eyed way of 

seeing that better serves all learners. 	

	 Antiracist teaching. Racism, or the privileging of one people, culture or way of being 

over another, affects all levels of society. From the conscious and unconscious stereotypes, 

prejudices and misconceptions that influence personal interactions (interpersonal racism) to the 

practices of institutions that, whether intentionally or not, advantage some and disadvantage 

others (institutional racism), to the ideologies that permeate society as a whole (structural racism) 

and become entrenched in peoples’ self-concepts (internalized racism), racism is a multi-

dimensional and self-reinforcing problem (see Figure 19 below). 
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Figure 19: Dimensions of Racism  

  

 Antiracism requires action, rather than just a theoretical agreement with the idea of racial 

equality. Antiracism in education requires that we critically evaluate systemic policies and 

practices within the social institution of education, and confront the racial inequalities we find 

there (Kendi, 2019). One of the racial inequalities in our current education system is the 

emphasis on Western colonial perspectives and the simultaneous distortion and/or exclusion of 

Indigenous knowledges and perspectives. In order to practice antiracism in education, analyzing 

issues of curriculum steeped in such institutionalized racism and assessing where and how this 

can be eliminated, both in teaching methods and in curriculum content can and must be done. 

Addressing issues with curriculum and teacher expectations can reduce institutionalized racism, 

leading to opportunities for more equal educational outcomes for Indigenous students. Extending 
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anti-racist policies beyond education to other institutions in society can begin to reduce structural 

racism in our society. Decreasing structural and institutional racism can contribute towards 

reducing stereotype threat and internalized racism.  

 This research augments our understanding of the relationship between narrative and 

prejudice reduction. These research results demonstrate that honouring Indigenous histories and 

perspectives through the use of Indigenous narrative pedagogy gives students a greater 

understanding and appreciation of Indigenous cultures, thus reducing conscious, or explicit, bias. 

These research results also demonstrate increased intercultural competence in students benefiting 

from Indigenous content and Indigenous narrative pedagogy, which is an indication of a 

reduction in unconscious, or implicit, bias as well, thus reducing some of the dynamics of 

interpersonal racism. 

 Intergroup contact theory suggests that combatting prejudice requires, or is facilitated by:  

equal status – a balance of ways of knowing/worldview; common goals or intentions; intergroup 

cooperation; and institutional support. These conditions have been confirmed in many studies 

(Roets et al., 2015), and it has been suggested that the presence of these conditions decreases 

prejudice because they increase knowledge about, and empathy with, the “other” (Rathus et al., 

2020). This research supports the work of Crisp & Turner (2012) who found that imagined, as 

well as actual, contact / cooperation promoted more amiable relationships between groups. 

Imagining positive contact is another way of telling one’s self a different story, and is congruent 

with the re-imagining what is possible (Mezirow, 2009), or seeing a situation or an “other” in a 

new way, that happens when we listen to stories (Cranton, 2002; Mucina, 2007; O’Sullivan et al., 

2002) – this leads to different ways of being and behaving (Thornborrow & Coates, 2005); more 
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positive ways of thinking, being and behaving towards others are also the signs of decreases in 

prejudice and discrimination. This research therefore aligns with other research (Asimeng-

Boahene, 2010; Briggs, 2011; Lyle, 2000) that places narrative at the forefront of antiracist 

teaching. 

Implications	of	the	Research	

 This research posits intercultural development as a model for understanding the 

development of intercultural competence in education and, by extension, in society as a whole. 

Understanding the role of narrative in bridging Western and Indigenous ways of knowing 

through developing intercultural competence has implications for decolonizing education and 

closing the “Aboriginal gap.” Intercultural competence creates an ability to be comfortable with 

complex relationships, and differences in approaches to truth or knowledge seeking. Indigenous 

and intercultural education is needed in teacher training programs to prepare teachers to develop 

culturally responsive curricula and anti-racist teaching practices. Increased intercultural 

competence in teachers provides opportunities to create a different climate for learners – one that 

is co-creating rather than dominated by one way of knowing and a corresponding assumption of 

universality. Understanding the value of using Indigenous pedagogies in education can not only 

impact teacher training, but also change the relationships between educators and the community 

at large. Stronger ties between schools and communities can help to create environments that are 

open to addressing issues faced by Indigenous students in mainstream education, thereby 

promoting the success of Indigenous students. Including the community in the education systems 

involves a shift in how we value, acknowledge and measure expertise. Also, Indigenous 
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knowledges are locally situated, and any assumption of Indigenous universality is more a 

Western colonial perspective than an Indigenous one (Baldy, 2015).  

 There are also implications across various sectors of society beyond educators and 

educational institutions. Civic communities and various communities of practice, such as health 

care and social work, can benefit from employing an intercultural development model. These 

research findings have implications for industry: a global economy requires intercultural 

competence, as it results in improved relationships and increased productivity, which has a 

positive effect on industry’s bottom line. Implications also exist for government bodies both 

local and national, as well as international efforts, such as peacekeeping. Another important area 

of impact is the Reconciliation efforts in Canada. Remembering that “we are all Treaty people” 

(TRC, 2015, p.306), there is a need for Canadians of all backgrounds to become more culturally 

competent in order to fully engage in reconciliation, and live peacefully in a multicultural society 

where there is no one superior truth. Intercultural competence facilitates the development of 

relationships; “establishing respectful relationships involves learning to be good neighbours. 

This means being respectful—listening to, and learning from, each other; building 

understanding; and taking concrete action to improve relationships” (TRC, 2015, p. 307). The 

recommendations that follow in the next chapter offer some concrete actions that we can take as 

researchers, as individuals, and as communities, to increase intercultural competence and 

promote reconciliation in Canada. 	
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CHAPTER	SEVEN:	CONCLUSIONS	AND	RECOMMENDATIONS	

 This research project explored the efficacy of Indigenous narrative pedagogy as a tool to 

build intercultural competence in post-secondary education, and increase understanding of, and 

appreciation for, Indigenous cultures and the issues Indigenous peoples face in society. The 

research confirmed: 

1. The power of narrative to increase levels of intercultural sensitivity and competency; 

2. The power of narrative to increase understanding and appreciation of Indigenous issues 

and cultures, even to the point of changing attitudes and behaviours;  

3. That narrative is an easy and appropriate way to present and learn cultural information 

that can expand our worldviews and our ways of knowing; and 

4. That narrative is a method of teaching that engages students with course content, and 

provides an enjoyable and memorable way for students to learn.	

Recommendations	

 As efforts to mitigate the difficulties faced by Indigenous students in mainstream 

education and to incorporate Indigenous knowledges and pedagogies into educational institutions 

increase through our efforts to “Indigenize the academy" there is a necessity for learning that 

increases intercultural sensitivity in educators and in the student body at large (Sommer et al., 

2009). This research project directly addressed this need by contributing to, and measuring, the 

development of increased intercultural competence in post-secondary students through the 

inclusion of Indigenous perspectives and pedagogical practice – in this case, narrative teaching. 

Recommendations following from this research fall into four categories: recommendations for 
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educators and educational institutions, recommendations for communities, recommendations for 

industry, and recommendations for further research. 

 Recommendations	for	Education.	This research has implications for our system of 

education, and suggests areas of improvement in educational policy, curriculum development 

and teacher training. The research findings also support the key actions identified by the Truth 

and Reconciliation (2015). Specific recommendations for education are discussed in detailed 

below. 

Indigenous content and narrative pedagogy. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

called for action in “building student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and 

mutual respect” (2015, p. 331). I recommend that we include Indigenous content, pedagogy, and 

languages in elementary and secondary school programs. These research results provide 

empirical evidence that including Indigenous content and narrative pedagogy in standard 

curriculum results in increased intercultural competence. Building intercultural competence in 

children is important for the future of our society; making Indigenous narratives part of the 

educational experience is an expedient way to do this.  

 Community involvement. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission called for action in 

“enabling parents to fully participate in the education of their children” (p. 321). “Policies and 

programs must change” (TRC, p. 317): I therefore recommend that we include Indigenous Elders 

and Indigenous communities as active and valued partners within the education system. 

Community involvement is a way to increase our own, and our children’s, appreciation and 

understanding of Indigenous culture, and thus help to move us forward in the decolonization of 

education and reconciliation needed in our communities.  
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Culturally relevant cross-curriculum development. The Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission called for action in “improving educational attainment levels and success rates” of 

Indigenous students (2015, p. 321). Based on this research, I recommend that we incorporate 

Indigenous content, narratives and ways of knowing into course curriculums for each subject 

taught in our education system. This is one way to redress the historical lack of Indigenous 

perspectives in Canadian education. Increasing Indigenous content and ways of knowing will 

also help Indigenous students experience the curriculum as relevant to them, and to see 

themselves as valued and important. These changes could contribute to increasing Indigenous 

student success in education, and thereby move us closer towards closing the “Aboriginal gap.”  

Expand on and integrate the use of Indigenous pedagogies. Truly “Indigenizing the 

academy” requires more than simple “add-ons;” it requires a transformation in the way we “teach 

ourselves and our children” (TRC, 2015, p. 317). Indigenous pedagogies, such as land-based 

learning, story telling and experiential learning, are almost exclusively confined to specific 

Indigenous studies programs. I recommend that we expand on and integrate the use of 

Indigenous pedagogies within the education system – both in Kindergarten to Grade Twelve and 

in post-secondary institutions. 

 Teacher training. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission called for action in 

“identifying teacher-training needs” (p. 331) relating to building intercultural understanding and 

respect. I recommend that we increase the teaching and use of Indigenous content, narratives and 

pedagogical methods in teacher training programs. Increasing the emphasis on cultural content 

and Indigenous ways of knowing in teacher training can help both new and seasoned teachers to 
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appropriately integrate Indigenous narratives and ways of knowing with every subject area, and 

thus better prepare them for culturally responsive and antiracist teaching.  

	 Recommendations	for	Communities. “The work of reconciliation is not just for 

governments […]. The work of reconciliation is for neighbours” (TRC, p. 308), and for 

communities. Civic, or community, participation is important for the health of society and of 

individuals (US Department of Health and Human Services). It stands to reason that people are 

more likely to participate in communities where they feel welcome, valued, and understood; 

Nishishiba et al. (2005) have identified cultural awareness and attitudes towards diversity as an 

important factor in civic engagement. Some processes that communities might use to benefit 

from this research project include intercultural training, talking circles and living libraries. 

 Intercultural training. Intercultural training, especially training that includes sharing 

personal and cultural narratives, can increase intercultural sensitivity or competence, as well as 

increase understanding and appreciation of other cultures. I recommend that all organizations 

that interact with people in the community implement mandatory intercultural training. 

Intercultural sensitivity is a necessary skill for everyone, and particularly so for those in positions 

of privilege or power. Being able to listen for and understand the story behind the person has 

proven to be important in many fields, from health care – what Dr. Mehl-Madrona (2017) calls 

“narrative medicine” – to law and justice (Ross, 2006). Of course this applies to all the health 

and human services fields – doctors, nurses, counsellors, spiritual care workers, emergency 

medical technicians, lawyers, and social workers. This applies also to immigration and 

settlement workers working with immigrants and refugees. It includes bankers and those offering 

financial services, media, government and non-profit organizations – volunteer organizations 
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from youth sports to services for shut-ins and seniors – can all benefit from an increased 

understanding of different cultural ways of knowing and being.  

 Talking circles. Talking or sharing circles are a time-honoured way of teaching and 

learning through respectful listening and sharing. I recommend initiating ongoing talking/sharing 

circles in all organizations, be they government, media, profit or non-profit. Talking circles can 

provide a structured format in which to employ narrative and story sharing; they offer 

opportunities for participants to learn about each other and expand their cultural/intercultural 

knowledge in a safe place and in a respectful manner. 

 Living libraries. Many libraries contain Indigenous literature; I recommend that libraries 

expand their Indigenous print and electronic collections, and invite Indigenous speakers to 

library events. I also recommend establishing regular living libraries – inviting Elders and 

Knowledge keepers, as well as ordinary Indigenous community members, into the library for 

people to talk to. This format, albeit less formal than a talking circle, is still an effective way to 

use narratives and story telling to increase intercultural understanding. It would also provide an 

opportunity for the community library workers and the library patrons to increase their 

understanding of Indigenous peoples through experiencing Indigenous narratives and 

perspectives. 

	 Recommendations	for	Industry.	One of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s call 

to actions for the corporate sector states: 

Provide education for management and staff on the history of Aboriginal peoples, including the 

history and legacy of residential schools, the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples, Treaties and Aboriginal rights, Indigenous law, and Aboriginal-Crown 
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relations. This will require skills-based training in intercultural competency, conflict resolution, 

human rights, and anti-racism (2015, p. 306).	

Our increasingly global economy requires workers with intercultural competence skills, 

both for improved relationships and increased productivity. However, many business leaders 

across the globe do not see their countries education systems adequately preparing students in 

areas of intercultural competence (Anon., 2013). In order to maximize the benefits of a 

workforce with intercultural skills, and minimize the risks associated with the absence of 

intercultural competence, employers often need to conduct their own intercultural training, both 

for human resources personnel and their regular workforce. These research results support a 

strong recommendation that industry leaders employ a narrative approach in their intercultural 

training programs for cultural relations, both nationally and internationally.	

	 Recommendations	for	Further	Research.	This research project and the results suggest a 

number of areas for further research. One of the limitations of this research was the small size of 

the cohorts used. Replicating the research with other, larger, online post-secondary classes could 

improve the validity and generalizability of these research results. 

 One related aspect of this is the role that emotional responses elicited by narrative play in 

learning – specifically how emotional affect can contribute to both effective learning and to 

respectful interpersonal relationships.  

Relationship is an important part of Indigenous culture. Replicating this research with 

students in a face-to-face cohort, where instructors can build a closer relationship with students 

could perhaps measure the effect of relationship on gains in intercultural competence.   
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Combining Indigenous narrative pedagogy with other Indigenous learning practices 

(experiential learning, learning with Elders, or land-based learning, to name a few) could 

increase the relevance and meaning of Indigenous narratives for students; this might also 

increase the gains in intercultural competence, as well as further intercultural understanding and 

appreciation. Research needs to be done in this area.  

Further research into using Indigenous narratives and pedagogical approaches in primary 

and secondary schools will be a key step in proving the benefits of using Indigenous narrative 

pedagogy for Kindergarten to grade twelve school ages. 

Including Indigenous narratives and ways of knowing within teacher training programs 

would likely impact the intercultural competence of teachers within our school systems. 

Research into how much of an impact such a change would have on teachers’ levels of 

intercultural competence, and how a teacher’s level of intercultural sensitivity impacts the 

intercultural development of students, should be done. 

Research into the impact of including members of local Indigenous communities in our 

educational practices needs to be done in order to learn more about different practices we can 

adopt to continue decolonizing education. 

Summary	

 Narrative is a universal phenomenon. Narratives are the tools through which all human 

beings make sense of the world. Storying is how we order our experience and how we imagine, 

or re-imagine, what is possible. As a universal way of thinking and meaning-making, storytelling 

is how we relate to one another, and it is our most effective way of communicating social 

knowledge. We embody our culture, our ways of knowing, and we share our culture through the 
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stories we tell ourselves. Understanding a culture – your own or someone else’s – requires an 

understanding of cultural stories, as “storytelling and understanding are functionally the same 

thing” (Schank, 2000, p.24). Stories tell us who we are, and who we are in relationship. Sharing 

narratives expands our stories and our intercultural abilities because intercultural competence is a 

function of experience, and narrative is “not only unique as a kind of experience, it also has 

unique implications. It both encourages empathetic growth and allows for the persuasive 

transmission of social knowledge communicated through vicarious experience” (Mar & Oatley, 

2008, p. 180). Thomas King is more succinct: “The truth about stories is that that’s all we are” 

(2003, p. 2). When we “take the time to share those stories with each other, we get bigger inside, 

we see each other, we recognize our kinship – we change the world, one story at a time” 

(Wagamese, n.d.). I believe that this growth, this change, this recognition is an ongoing necessity 

in reconciliation. Therefore, my final recommendation is a personal one: that we each take the 

time to listen to those that surround us – our friends, our not-friends, our co-workers, our 

neighbours – to hear every voice, to together find the courage to tell each other our stories.  

Conclusion	

 I began and I completed this research process with and in unrelenting hope to honour my 

parents, my ancestors, and their teachings, through research that makes changes in how we 

choose to live and learn and be in relationship with one another. I end it with the conviction that 

we can step out of the monocultural Western mindset and change who we are in relationship. We 

can teach ourselves, and our children, differently. Indigenous narrative pedagogy does have a 

place - a necessary place - in mainstream education and in our lives. Our stories – the stories we 

tell ourselves, and each other – are important. In the words of Paulo Coelho:  
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Even if my neighbour doesn’t understand my religion or understand my politics, he can 

understand my story. If he can understand my story, then he is never too far from me. It is always 

within my power to build a bridge. There is always a chance for reconciliation, a chance that one 

day he and I will sit around a table together and put an end to our history of clashes. And on this 

day, he will tell me his story and I will tell him mine (2014, p. x). 

 May that day be this day, and each day ahead; may we listen well, and may the stories we 

tell ourselves bring honour to our ancestors and be a gift to our children. That is all. 

 

Figure 20: Hands at the Table (Taylor, 2017b)  
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