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Abstract
In this qualitative study we demonstrate the critical ways that Indigenous youth experience
structural violence and systemic inequities in the context of education. In particular, this youth-
engaged study explores three key themes regarding (1) the social ecologies of education, (2)
curriculum, and (3) pedagogy. Considerations of how these issues factor substantially in Indigenous
young peoples’ experiences of education in Canada are explained. The implications of our study
point towards concrete changes needing to be addressed in the field of education to ensure that
every student is reflected in the educational curriculum and supported to meet the needs of
succeeding in a colonized world while still upholding Indigenous rights, traditions, identities and
values.
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Introduction

Now if they [teachers] were going to teach me about, you know, how to live within society and how to
behave in society and how to be responsible in society, very much so. But they didn’t teach that. And so
for me I found that somewhere else and so for me my education was, you know, was definitely, you
know, being in foster care, moving around, being homeless, going through drugs, and having this shit
happen to me, to me that was my learning. (Todd, 2012, personal communication)

This study is based on interviews conducted with a group of Indigenous youth, including Todd
above, who reflect on their experiences of education in Canada. As an individual who has ex-
perienced unhousing and learned from Indigenous Elders within his foster care home, Todd explains
that learning needs to be reflective of his reality, his “reading of the world” (Freire, 1985; Freire and
Macedo, 1987). All of the youth in the study were not engaged with, nor graduated from, formal
programming in secondary education, and this led to a desire to better understand their formal
educational experiences. Given the historical exclusion of Indigenous young people’s experiences
from the field of education, we are interested in advancing Indigenous young people’s voices to the
forefront of educational theory and practice in order to create actionable change for the future of
education.

Throughout this article, we discuss Indigenous youth educational pathways in Canada, which are
the youths’ trajectories moving through formal schooling institutions, both public and private. We
also unpack ecological factors in relation to Indigenous youth educational inequity, including the
history of Indigenous youth education in Canada. Drawing on decolonizing (Battiste, 2013),
culturally sustaining (Ladson-Billings, 2014; Paris and Alim, 2017) and abolitionist (Love, 2019;
Gebhard et al., 2022) scholars, we consider the importance of reconceptualizing Indigenous youth
educational “dropout” (Fine, 1991; Tuck, 2008) through an ecological lens and reframing their
experiences as resulting from structural violence and systemic inequities. Structural violence is the
result of systematic ways that individuals or groups are blocked from equal access to basic needs by
a social structure or institution (Galtung, 1969). This critical ecological framing of Indigenous youth
education serves as a context for the present study, which draws on a contextualist approach to
thematic analysis of qualitative interviews with a group of Indigenous youth. Within the interviews,
we asked Indigenous young people to share stories of their experiences of systems and structures
within education. We listened and analyzed the youth interviews for key themes that related to
experiences of structural and systemic violence in education and the effects these experiences have
had on their wellbeing and educational pathways.

The study yielded important findings regarding Indigenous young people’s experiences with
structural violence and systemic inequities, which we organized around three key themes: (1) social
ecologies of education (2) curriculum, and (3) pedagogy. Our discussion of these themes elucidates
the present state of Indigenous education, including young peoples’ experiences of structural
violence in education, and points us towards opportunities to strengthen Indigenous education. We
hope that educational researchers in educational leadership, curriculum studies, teacher education,
and Indigenous education reflect on the specific stories, experiences and research that stems from the
lens of these three young Indigenous people—who did not have a typical K-12 trajectory—and
share the findings with educators in the field to ensure that every student is reflected in the ed-
ucational curriculum and supported to meet the needs of succeeding in a colonized world while still
upholding Indigenous rights, traditions, identities and values.

Wager et al. 229



Literature Review

Contexts of Indigenous Youth and Educational Pathways in Canada

Indigenous1 youth in Canada experience a number of social inequities and disparities in comparison
to non-Indigenous students, and this is particularly true in the context of education2. While these
differences have been noted for some time in educational research (Smith et al., 2018), rarely are the
social, environmental, political, and cultural dimensions of Indigenous young people’s educational
pathways given serious consideration. In this section, we describe the current context of Indigenous
youth educational pathways in Canada, drawing attention to what is known about inequities and the
ecological factors shaping these inequities.

The evidence base for educational inequity in Canada for Indigenous youth tells the story of
many young people being marginalized and oppressed by the Canadian education system. The
Council of Ministers of Education Canada (2016) reported that 40% of 20- to 24-year-old In-
digenous youth and 33% of Indigenous people ages 25–54 had not completed secondary school. In
contrast, the rest of the Canadian population had an 89% graduation rate. The generational impact of
this results in less Indigenous youth entering and completing postsecondary school. This has
profound implications for further structural and social inequities, as low educational attainment has
been linked to decreased opportunities for jobs and entry into the Canadian workforce (Statistics
Canada, 2007). Lack of employment for Indigenous young people often translates into economic
insecurity (Hossain and Lamb, 2019). Poverty is a primary structural driver for social inequality,
including educational attainment (Nolan and Ive, 2011).

This trend of inequity reflects a large difference between secondary school completion between
non-Indigenous and Indigenous peoples, suggesting that the current western-based educational
system discredits, ignores and overlooks Indigenous communities by not incorporating the tra-
ditions, perspectives and identities of the students and communities they come from. However, there
is a positive view forward that graduation numbers may increase as educational curriculum begins to
interweave and include culturally sustaining pedagogies (Paris, 2012; Paris and Alim, 2017), such
as the province of British Columbia’s First Peoples Principles of Learning that educators are
incorporating into their curriculum (https://curriculum.gov.bc.ca/instructional-samples/first-
peoples-principles-learning).

Research is needed to better understand Indigenous educational pathways to deconstruct and
analyze the systemic issues of educational inequalities and the ecological factors shaping these
inequities. Specifically, research from the lens of young Indigenous people with lived experience in
the educational system may create possibilities for Indigenous rights-based approaches to
education.

Ecological Factors in Indigenous Youth Educational Inequity in Canada

The social inequities within Canada for Indigenous young people, especially relating to educational
attainment and success, include a variety of ecological factors such as age, gender, and geographic
location. Place is particularly relevant in consideration of Indigenous youth educational attainment
(Ciceri and Scott, 2006; Hull, 2005; Kapsalis, 2006; Mendelson, 2004, 2006; Senécal, 2007;
Richards, 2008, 2011) with variation by geographic region (the west, the north, the maritimes), by
jurisdiction (i.e., the provinces and territories), by local population density, and by location. Youth in
rural, northern, remote, and urban environments experience particular ecological challenges, and
there are further complications associated with movement from rural, northern and remote
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communities to the urban environment (Phillips, 2008). A large population of Indigenous youth
move to and live in urban areas due to more job opportunities, post-secondary education op-
portunities and access to more services. For other youth, relocation is a product of emerging housing
and economic precarity in rural contexts.

For young people moving to the urban environment, issues of housing transitions frequently
cause disruptions to school experiences (Canadian Council on Learning, 2008; Phillips, 2008); as
well as other social, relational and psychological challenges (Fulford, 2006). In consequence, urban
Indigenous youth are more likely than their non-Indigenous peers to exit high school, and less likely
to engage in postsecondary education (Battiste, 2002, 2005). Given that ecological factors such as
place have such powerful effects on Indigenous educational pathways, it is important that we
develop a more nuanced understanding of their functioning through youth voices of their expe-
riences. This results in a need for descriptive research that considers how ecological factors such as
age, gender, and place function, especially intersecting with power structures of education.

Histories of Indigenous Youth Education in Canada

Historically situating the structure of the public school system in Canada demonstrates how ed-
ucational practices for Indigenous young people have always been rooted within colonial epistemes
and enact various forms of structural violence. The effects of Indian residential schools, and their
institutional successors in the public education system, have been central to the historical and
ongoing cultural genocide of Indigenous peoples. Understanding the relationship between well
documented historical structures and technologies of colonial oppression, and that of the con-
temporary public schooling system, is central in both interpreting the negative effects of colo-
nialism, as well as understanding the resilience and resistance that Indigenous young people have
participated in towards their own freedom and liberation.

Educational systems in the history of Canada have a long colonial history in relationship to
Indigenous peoples. In the 1600s, even prior to the formation of Canada as an independent nation-
state, missionaries began establishing schools with the aim to convert and assimilate Indigenous
peoples into Christianity and colonial societies. These religious run schools were in operation well
before Canadian confederation in 1867. With the formation of Canada’s racial apartheid legislation,
first in the Act for the Gradual Civilization of the Indian in 1869, and later in the Indian Act of 1876,
the federal government established legislative power in order to mandate attendance of Indigenous
children to Indian Residential Schools. These schools were largely run through religious de-
nominations, as well as through the Ministry of Indigenous Affairs, well into the late 1990s (Truth
and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015).

In total, over 150,000 First Nations, Métis and Inuit children attended residential schools, which
from their early days were structured in a manner to achieve cultural assimilation of Indigenous
nations into the body politic of the emerging settler-colonial society through the separation of
children from their families and immersion within colonial culture (Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of Canada, 2015), as well as genocide of Indigenous peoples as seen from the
thousands of unmarked graves at residential school sites across the nation (MacDonald, 2021). In
1847, the then Canadian superintendent for Education was Egerton Ryerson, often lauded for the
creation of the contemporary public school education system in Canada. He suggested that Indian
Residential Schools would be an effective form of education for Indigenous peoples with a focus on
religious instruction and agricultural training (Semple, 2007). At that point, public education was
not seen as a context that would or could include Indigenous peoples and advance Indigenous
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people’s welfare, while at the same time it was being largely advanced to increase the wider literacy
and social welfare of settler descendent Canadians.

In the subsequent progression of educational policy in Canada, there has been a deep inter-
mingling of the racial ideologies that promoted the Indian Residential Schools and the vision of
public education in Canada. When Indigenous young people eventually became included in Ca-
nadian education, the assimilationist policies of the Indian Residential School system were re-
constituted within contemporary educational systems through the centering of the English and
French language, European curriculum, and the prominence of European culture (Cote-Meek,
2014).

In more recent educational paradigms informed by liberal multiculturalism educational ideas,
where racism and ethnocentrism are repudiated, there is an emphasis on anthropological definitions
of Indigenous culture, obscuring the political complexities of Indigenous people’s rights in Canada
(McGregor, 2017). Research is urgently needed that centers Indigenous rights-based approaches to
education and nuances our understanding of how culturally sustaining approaches to education at
the level of teaching and learning might meaningfully be implemented. Furthermore, research is
needed that stems from Indigenous youth voices, which have been frequently marginalized and
oppressed within Canadian educational history.

Reconceptualizing Indigenous youth “dropout”

In documenting young people’s educational pathways, mainstream educational research often
describes young people’s pre-graduation exits from formal education as youth “dropping-out of
school” or “lacking educational attainment” (e.g., Balkis, 2018; Bowers and Sprott, 2012; Hickman
et al., 2008; Jimerson et al., 2000; Ramsdal et al., 2015). This language comes with a complex
history, as it is loaded with connotations that are negative, especially in the context of Indigenous
education (Fine, 1991; Tuck, 2008). Reframing their experiences as resulting from structural vi-
olence and systemic inequities oppression is an alternate way of framing these pre-graduation exits.
The emphasis here is not placed on the individual failings of students, but rather the structural
oppression and violence created by and through generations of government policy, and more
broadly, societal power relations framed by colonial history, that together create a forceful exclusion
of Indigenous students from the education system. This concept has been explored by scholars using
a variety of terminologies to describe educational inequities faced by Black and Indigenous students
(Bazylak, 2002; Dei et al., 1997, 2000; Fine, 1991; Friedel, 2010; Runnels, 2007; Tuck, 2008;
Wishart, 2009). Most notably, Dei (1997) characterized this process as “push-out.” In this section,
we describe and synthesize issues and experiences of Indigenous youth in Canada in a way that
reframes these pathways in larger structural terms of oppression in education in contemporary times.

Focusing on current educational curriculum and pedagogy across Canada, Indigenous ways of
knowing—that is Indigenous epistemologies—are being integrated into some provinces’ curric-
ulum (Campbell, 2004). Although this reflects progress in moving towards more diverse ways of
learning that include culturally relevant, affirming, and sustaining pedagogies (Ladson-Billings,
2014; Paris, 2012; Paris and Alim, 2017), as well as anti-racist (Dei, 2006), decolonizing (Battiste,
2013), and abolitionist education (Love, 2019), it also comes with many challenges. First, all
schools do not follow this mandate and when they do it often looks more like cultural appropriation,
the adoption of one culture’s traditions to the dominant culture, than a pedagogical tool. When there
are attempts to interweave Indigenous knowledge into the curriculum, Elders and Knowledge
Keepers are sought out, or should be, to affirm that the protocols are being respected and taught in a
sound manner. This puts overwhelming pressure on the few Elders and Knowledge Keepers who
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can be funded, albeit very little funding, to share and collaborate with urban public school districts.
Many times teachers, the majority white, are left with nobody to get feedback from and may
misrepresent the knowledges.

For example, in British Columbia there is a BC First Nations Studies Teachers Guide that is being
incorporated into Bachelor of Education Programs (Campbell, 2004), yet many teachers have little
knowledge or training on how to incorporate this knowledge and traditions into their curriculum.
There is a continuous need for Indigenous teachers and Elders to support non-Indigenous teachers in
communities, putting pressure on specific Indigenous community members to share their
knowledge, which is often sacred. At the same time, there continues to be resistance to the inclusion
of Indigenous traditions in schools. For example, a white parent recently sued a school district,
alleging that smudging was against her family’s Christian religious values (Troian, 2016). In
provinces such as Quebec, there has been a push to change the curriculum, yet it is a slow and
challenging process (Advisory Board on English Education, 2017).

The oppression and violence of Indigenous youth in education is much greater than this, as the
structural systems that support the funding for education in Canada is what feeds into and impacts
student dropout. Intergenerational structural oppressions and violence have occurred since the
Indian Residential Schools were initiated. Currently this is reflected with the hiring of adminis-
tration and teaching staff who are primarily and sometimes only white people who do not reflect the
young people’s identities or communities and have no knowledge of their culture. In addition, a lack
of funding for education has negatively impacted the size of the classroom, which impacts all
students but especially those attending economically disadvantaged schools. Many classrooms are
now overpopulated and underfinanced, and there is not enough one-to-one support for students.
Fine (1991) describes this deception as “equal opportunities mask unequal outcomes” (p. 24)
because the facade created by those in power is that every young person has access to an education,
yet what that education actually looks like in action does not serve all students equally.

There has been too much emphasis on the failings of individual young people in the school
system, rather than the structural oppression and violence created by and through generations of
government policy, and more broadly, societal power relations framed by colonial history. Research
is needed beginning from an ecological analysis that explicitly considers structural drivers of
educational inequity and that reckons the ways structural relations shape Indigenous young people’s
experiences within systems of education.

Methodology

This youth-engaged, contextually informed, structurally reflective, and experientially descriptive
case study (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003) is based on a series of qualitative interviews conducted with
three Indigenous youth about their educational experiences in Canadian schools. The interviews
were embedded within a broader program of research, investigating multimodal literacies within
alternative educational spaces among Indigenous youth living in Vancouver, Canada (Ansloos et al.,
2022; Ansloos and Wager, 2021; Wager, 2014; Wager and Ansloos, 2020), originally funded by
Vancouver Youth Visions Coalition, the University of British Columbia’s (UBC) Partnering in
Community Health Research, the UBC Division of Inner City Medicine, The Vancouver Foun-
dation and Aboriginal People’s Health. This secondary study, Arts-based social inquiry with street-
involved youth, was approved for ethics by the University of Toronto and was done in compliance
with ethical standards set forth by the Tri-council Policy Statement 2 (2018), in particular with
regards to research involving First Nations, Inuit and Métis Peoples in Canada.
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Recruitment and Participants

The youth, or young people, in this study were recruited through a partnership with a youth-led
grassroots advocacy group, Vancouver Youth Visions Coalition, and the University of British
Columbia’s Partnership in Community Health Research.While eight young people were involved in
the broader program of research and participated in qualitative interviews, four youth participated in
additional in-depth qualitative interviews regarding their educational experiences. Of these four
young people, three are Indigenous—Todd, Danielle, and Natasha—and their interviews are the
basis of this particular study3. All of these young people have lived experience in child welfare
services, foster care, and living in precarious housing, and were between the ages of 18–28 years old
at the time of interview. Todd is a Two-Spirit Indigenous man, Danielle is an Indigenous, White, and
South Asian woman, and Natasha is an Indigenous woman. Todd grew up in foster care in the Lower
Mainland of British Columbia and lived on the streets of Vancouver at times. He spoke a lot during
the interviews, as is reflected in his longer quotes in the results section. Danielle grew up in Alberta
with her mother and then in foster care prior to hitchhiking to the Lower Mainland of British
Columbia at 12 years old where she also lived on the street and in emergency underaged safe houses.
Natasha, quiet and more reluctant to speak during the interviews, grew up in the Lower Mainland of
British Columbia in her parents’ home and then on the streets of Vancouver from 12 years onward.
They all met in an underage safe house in Vancouver and were youth research assistants in the
broader study.

The analysis of the broader program of research included co-analysis with youth participants,
however, in this present study the analysis has been limited to the principal investigators (PI) with
graduate student researchers. The research group consisted of the two PI’s (the first two authors),
along with a team of five graduate student researchers, including the third author. The first author of
this study is a Jewish Dutch-American immigrant settler in K’omoks First Nation territory. The
second author of this study is a registered member of Fisher River Cree Nation and is of mixed Cree
and English descent. The graduate student researchers who worked on this project come from
diverse backgrounds with intersectional identities including Indigenous, Black, other communities
of color and LGBQT2S+.

Methods of Analysis

In order to better understand Indigenous young peoples’ experiences and critiques of schooling in
Canada, in particular how they experience systems and structures of violence within education and
the effects of these experiences on their wellbeing and educational trajectory, we focus on iden-
tifying key educational themes emerging across the participant interviews. We engaged in a thematic
analysis of interview transcriptions of the three youth. The questions that were asked all surrounded
their experiences in education. Thematic analysis was selected to conduct an inductive approach to
the data, and to support the generation of knowledge regarding Indigenous young peoples’ ex-
periences with educational systems. Drawing on a contextualist approach (Braun and Clark, 2006),
we attended to both the subjective lived experiences of Todd, Danielle and Natasha, as reflected in
their interviews, as well as the broader social dynamics in which their educational experience
occurred. As such, we are attending to subjective meaning making, as well as the broader ecologies,
bridging phenomenological and constructionist concerns.
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Data Analysis Procedure

This study began with an initial stage of analysis that followed Braun and Clark’s (2006) method of
repeated reading. During this initial stage, our research team reviewed transcriptions multiple times
to become familiar with the interviews, to reflect on reactions to the content, and to take note of any
initial formulations or structures. Next, the research team engaged in the second stage of analysis of
a line-by-line coding process for each interview that highlighted intriguing ideas, critical comments,
and information relevant to our general research questions. The third stage of the analysis organized
the codes developed in the second stage into broader categories, or themes. This third stage included
consensus-based decision-making and member-checking to coding. In the fourth stage, the research
team considered how the themes, and their various coded data, spoke to both individual lived
experience and broader social and educational ecologies of Indigenous youth, and the overall ways
that the themes articulated knowledge regarding the key research questions. Descriptions of themes
were then developed, and a selection of relevant examples from the transcription were selected to
elucidate the content of the analysis.

Results

This study was guided by the research question: What are Indigenous young people’s experiences of
the systems and structures of education in Canada? Our analysis produced three key themes in-
cluding (1) social ecologies of education, (2) curriculum, and (3) pedagogy. Social ecologies of
education refer to the socio-cultural milieu of exclusion in schooling contexts, such as lower
expectations, lack of care, and absence of support. Curriculum refers to the skills, resources, and
assessments that the school uses to reach the student learning goals. And pedagogy consists of both
the theory and practice of teaching that can vary greatly depending on different social, cultural and
political contexts. The following results provide greater detail of each of these three themes,
highlighting the three Indigenous youth voices.

Social Ecologies of Education

In the context of school environments, youth in the study spoke of the various manifestations of
inequities within their schooling experiences, as well as a general socio-cultural milieu of exclusion
and marginalization for Indigenous students. In particular, the young people in this study identified
social inequities that streamed from lower expectations, a lack of care, and absence of support from
teachers and administrators, as well as broader social factors such as transportation between foster
cares and schools.

For example, students sensed a general lower expectation of them by faculty, on the basis of class
and/or disability status, as well as perceived a lack of support for the complexity of being a young
person negotiating systems of care, as expressed by Danielle (2012, personal communication):

then I went to alternative school for grade 9 but I didn’t finish grade 9. Well I did but I didn’t. I was only
there for six months and they were like it’s fine, you can just pass cause they didn’t want me at the school.
And then they wanted me to go to a different school and then I just didn’t go to school.

The youth participants also described their relationships with most teachers as having little depth
or connection. They were often pushed along through the system, from grade-level to grade-level,
without being supported in meeting expectations, as Natasha describes
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Interviewer: Like when you think of school, what do you remember?

Natasha: They always put me in easier classes. (Natasha, 2012, personal communication)

The young people were often bullied by peers and the school staff’s lack of engagement in the
youth’s success, also seen as caring for the youth, was reflected in their failure to address issues of
bullying.

But you know I think it was just the fact that, you know, being teased for who I was didn’t help anything.
And then in high school just the fact of you know there’s a lot of racism going on in our school… But I
think, I think also teachers could do something about it and I think a lot of times teachers look the other
way and I think that doesn’t make it a safe place. (Todd, 2012, personal communication)

They also experienced the impact of institutional inequalities, such as repercussions due to
detentions and suspensions:

You had to like fight a lot, like I’d get into like fights and get expelled, not expelled but suspended like in-
school suspensions. (Danielle, 2012, personal communication).

One unexpected finding of the research was the significant lack of care students experienced in
the school environment related to learning disabilities. One youth’s educational disengagement in
formal education was often connected to a lack of support for his learning disability and therefore
low expectations from teachers. Todd explains below how as a student with a learning disability, he
was assumed to be unable to proceed to higher education and was frequently passed through courses
despite not achieving the learning goals of the course as opposed to being provided proper
accommodations:

...then my brain just shuts down, it just doesn’t want to concentrate on the work in hand and like I
remember in grade 8 math I did the work, I showed the work, it was never right, but I think because I
showed the work, I passed but it’s weird how I passed because my final percentage was 18.6%. … but
you know in a sense I think for me I would have rather repeated Math 8 and actually kept doing it until I
actually passed it. (Todd, 2012, personal communication)

Further, all youth indicated that their self-perception and sense of capacity, confidence, and
potential was shaped negatively by the perceived absence of support throughout their teens.
However, as adults they referenced the important protective role of having peers and other social
relationships with individuals who could model other possibilities, be a mentor and lead them down
the road of being mentors for other youth in care and living on the street, which two of them were at
the time of the interviews. Natasha expresses this here:

to help [other youth on the streets], because they’re almost ready to make that transition from foster care
to adulthood, and so making sure that that transition into adulthood, it runs smoothly, and that they have
the right skills and the life skills that, uh, in place so that when they do turn 19, they’re not gonna land flat
on their face, and that, you know, welfare is not an option, that they have a good paying job to support
them and that they’re able to, you know, to go get a paycheck of about 800 bucks and actually learn how
to spend that wisely. (Natasha, 2012, personal communication)
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Overall, a key dynamic was the issue of safety in schools. Young people identified experiences of
victimization and exposure to bullying and violence. As well, students identified schools as be-
haviorally punitive, in relation to issues of detention, suspension, and expulsion. The impact of the
school environments led to disengagement, push-out and exiting from formal school systems.

Curriculum

The young people in the study described a desire for the school curriculum to have more connection
to their everyday lives, which included life skills and connection to their cultural roots. They
explained that they often did not find a connection to what they were learning in the classroom to
what they were experiencing out of school, either during that time or in thinking about the skills that
they would need for their futures.

Todd shares below how he felt he was not being taught skills to help him survive:

I think that if you surrounded [the curriculum] around, um, what is relevant, what is important, um,
especially with what a lot of youth face today and what a lot of youth are seeing in society, um, you know,
like for example learning about the history of homelessness, you know, or learning about the history of
addiction, you know, um, you know I think something that people see, you know, the history say of
poverty, you know. I think if it’s something relevant and something that actually we’re still seeing in
society, um, I think it’s gonna make a huge difference in say someone like me who’s going to school.
(Todd, 2012, personal communication)

Natasha said she preferred probation school to her traditional educational experiences because it
was more relevant to life skills she felt she needed:

They actually went out to do stuff, activities, not like for school but for activities...where you get paid to
work for cutting grass and stuff (Natasha, 2012, personal communication).

Participants in the study also commented on the ways that school curriculum is entangled within
the broader structural dynamics of colonial power and epistemologies which center whiteness,
Christianity and settler Canadian nationalist identity. Danielle, who was the one participant that was
sent to a private school, explained,

There was another private school I went to that was like an all Christian private school for elementary for
awhile. I didn’t like that one either because they were like, they were extremists. I was living with this
family that was just like the mom was kind of like a psycho, not really but she was just an extremist
Christian and she just didn’t like me and she was like ‘you’re a bad influence on my kids’ and I wasn’t
really doing anything, I was just kind of just me. (Danielle, 2012, personal communication)

She also commented on the ritualized practices of school systems, such as the national anthem.

When I was younger, we used to like have to stand up by our desks and sing a Canadian anthem.
(Danielle, 2012, personal communication)

The participants highlighted the implicit assimilationist nature of their experiences, often being
confronted with and expected to internalize familiar colonial, racial, and national tropes, with the
exclusion of their lived experiences and histories as Indigenous peoples. This is reflected as a further
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push to assimilate to the dominant white cultural values of settler society. As such, these young
people highlight a type of normativity within the educational curriculum which precludes not only
their own lives, and histories, but that of Indigenous peoples throughout Canada. The nature of
settler nationalism and the Catholic/Christian religion has undertowed schools historically, as within
the Indian Residential Schools, and, as evidenced by these youth, still does today.

Although participants commented that there were improvements to the educational system since
they were in public schools (for e.g., Todd explained that Elders are now being invited into el-
ementary and secondary schools), they discussed that there was still room for improvement es-
pecially in consideration of culturally sustaining practices:

And for me I’d rather learn growing up and growing, and I guess later on in life living with my last foster
mom as I did, that I was able to learn from my grandma, I was able to learn from my foster mom and her
family and the Elders in her family, um, that I find that it’s easier to learn from actual people who have
heard it from their parents and from their grandparents as opposed to a textbook and to me I think
textbooks don’t really tell the whole story and the whole picture. And I don’t really think that teachers are
really that educated in adapting what happened in the history as opposed to talking to an Elder where
you’re gonna get more of the story of, and the whole picture. (Todd, 2012, personal communication)

As noted in the previous theme, the role of evaluation within formal education, such as testing
and assessment to move on to other grade levels was not emphasized for these youth by most
teachers, as they wanted to get the youth through their classrooms quickly. The youth in response
were often disengaged with the curriculum due to the lack of personalized learning, where teaching
occurs dependent on each learners needs. In the interviews they emphasized the importance of
experiential learning, especially looking to the future, which ties with and is demonstrated in the
following “pedagogy” theme.

Pedagogy

Young people in this study consistently raised the issue of pedagogy, or the praxis of teaching, as a
key factor in their experiences of educational systems. Specifically, they highlighted that the
overreliance on more traditional and standard approaches often felt formulaic, and at times un-
interesting and disengaged from the day-to-day concerns facing them as young people. They spoke
about the ways a lack of experiential learning diminished their educational experience. For example,
Danielle shared that she believed education should be more hands-on:

It needs to be enhanced differently a lot at school because there’s a lot of different leaders and most of the
time it’s lecture or like, or like there is hands-on but there’s like hands-on where you’re doing science or
hands-on when you’re doing like social studies or something. When you’re like making models and stuff
like that so there is some hands-on but I think most of it’s, school can become pretty like, I don’t know, it
was never something I liked. (Danielle, 2012, personal communication)

.
Natasha mentions the importance of incorporating movement, often used in arts-based learning,

throughout daily teaching:

[Movement would] probably be better because they’re not sitting around all day...it might help them
keep them focused maybe a little bit more....It’s not one where you have to sit there and sit there and look
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at a book all day. Cause I’m not one to sit there and read all day. (Natasha, 2012, personal
communication).

Danielle also highlighted that outdoor classes and discussion-based practices would have been
beneficial for her:

Yeah, I think that it would be really cool if we could have classes outside sometimes....I would try to like
have classes outside, stuff like that, especially for just going over things that are in a book. Like you
know what I mean? Then like yeah it could be more discussion based and stuff like that. (Danielle, 2012,
personal communication).

Natasha shared that she believed probation school was a better fit for her because it was tailored
to students who did not thrive in a formal learning environment:

Cause I think it was probation school that helped where it had more people [to talk with], a lot of kids that
didn’t have a long attention span in school (Natasha, 2012, personal communication).

The young people in the study infer that a one-size-fits-all approach undercuts diversity of
student needs and experience. There was a general sense that pedagogical approaches within
education attend to certain forms of skill and capacity mastery but failed to attend to the contextual
needs of each student. Those teachers that honored each student, the necessity for a student-teacher
relationship, and made efforts to connect with the youth, demonstrated higher expectations in what
they were learning and for the young people to take on responsibilities.

And I know for me, I had teachers who respected me for who I was and respected the fact that I’m not
smart and that there’s no need to, you know, pick on the person who isn’t educationally smart. But you
know I thank God for the fact that throughout high school that I had a class every day that I could go to
where I had that support or where I had that help. And I think that was probably the best part of going to
school. (Todd, 2012, personal communication)

They purposefully used a pedagogy that surrounded the interests of their students, focused on
teacher-family relations, and held students to high standards. The teachers that put the effort into
relationship-building and evaluation were the ones that the youth remembered as their mentors.

There was the special learning assistance class. Um, and the teacher who led that program is like by far
the awesome-ist, awesome-ist person that you can ever possibly find and he just really cared about the
students and cared for their success and I think for me to be in that class I think really helped me to get
through high school ... (Todd, 2012, personal communication)

Overall, young people spoke to the need for a more highly student-centered and contextually
reflexive and relevant approach to teaching.

I think that was the best part of going to school was him [the teacher] and you know there was times
where, you know, we would leave and you know during our seven-minute break we would go and you
know smoke a joint and we’d come back and he’d be like, like he would know exactly what we did and
there was no lying to him but you know if we came to school with no lunch he would buy us lunch.
(Todd, 2012, personal communication)
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While at times venturing beyond the scope of assumed teacher activities, these young people
highlighted the importance of educators extending themselves to show up for the material needs of
students, not being preoccupied with behavioral surveillance, and instead focusing on authentic
presence, and making students feel cared for and safe.

Discussion

While environmental factors of risk for educational precarity for Indigenous youth are well
documented (Ciceri and Scott, 2006; Hull, 2005; Kapsalis, 2006; Mendelson, 2004, 2006; Phillips,
2008; Richards, 2008, 2011; Senécal, 2007), the study findings makes clear a dynamic tension exists
for Indigenous youth in their lived experiences of education that reflects upon the broader colonial
dynamics of Indigenous life in Canada. In order to reduce harm to themselves and their families, and
survive within colonial power matrices—the political, social, economic, and environmental reality
of day-to-day life—Indigenous peoples are forced to navigate structures and systems of education
which are culturally disenfranchising. As Ermine (2007) has suggested, this disenfranchisement is
systemic and “fracture[s] Indigenous ways of knowing” (p. 196).

Affective Relationships: The Social Ecologies of Education

Our study reveals that the affective relationship to these systems and structures of formal education
are complex. There exists a pervasive negative relationship between Indigenous youth and formal
educational structures and systems for reasons that are often rooted in concerns about racism,
ethnocentrism, coloniality, and the irrelevance of these structures to Indigenous communities. For
instance, white educators are estimated to make up between 71 and 96% of teachers across Canada
(Ryan et al., 2009) and 85% of the teaching force in the United States (Howard, 2016;). For decades,
research has demonstrated that white educators are not always well-equipped to teach students from
different racial backgrounds (Dei, 1994; Delpit, 2006; Evans-Williams and Hines, 2020; Howard,
2016; Wager and Schroeter, 2021) because Black, Indigenous, and other students of color dropout
and are pushed-out of schools that fail to meet their needs in alarming numbers (Codjoe, 2001; Fine,
1991). These findings demonstrate what others have identified among Indigenous post-secondary
students, that there are real affective challenges to Indigenous pathways to education that can result
from unsupportive and colonial educational experiences (Hop Wo et al., 2019). At the same time,
our study highlights how positive experiences in these systems and structures are almost always
linked to positive relational experiences with staff in schools who show care for the young people.

Relationally, young people make clear the importance of educator-student relations being
characterized by a mutual respect, care, and support. These findings are consistent with the work of
Pidgeon et al. (2014), which emphasizes the importance of mentoring and supportive relationships
between educators and learners being a key indicator for Indigenous educational success. Spe-
cifically, young people in our study cited the importance of meeting practical and material needs, as
well as seeing educators as an integral support to their life at and beyond school, be that in the midst
of co-curricular, extra-curricular, or community-based activities. Further, educational systems
afford the opportunity to generate structures and environments that can provide a degree of
consistency, predictability, and security for students in the midst of otherwise complex circum-
stances, which Indigenous youth in this study view positively towards their pathways in education.
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Expertise to Succeed in a Colonized World: The Missing Curriculum

A tension in our findings also surfaced that while Indigenous youth critiqued, questioned and argued
for resisting participation in formal educational systems, they also recognized participation as
pragmatic and materially advantageous for survival and thriving. However, that survival and
thriving was always in light of Indigenous life under capitalist and colonial regimes. For example,
there was a recognition that education transitions from primary through secondary through post-
secondary education led towards some social and economic security, and that being marginalized
within these systems, or excluded from them, led to precarity and disadvantage. Although the skills
incorporated into formal education led to necessary expertise to succeed in a colonized world,
Indigenous knowledges and traditions were almost missing from education.

The young people in this study reflected on how their educational histories were not reflective of
their realities, and were entangled within the broader structural dynamics of colonial power, where
epistemologies centered around whiteness, Christianity and a settler Canadian nationalist identity.
They highlighted how their lived experiences as Indigenous peoples were excluded from the
curriculum, their everyday learning and the general pedagogy of education. A one-size-fits-all
approach, oftentimes surrounding traditional and standardized curriculum and learning (British
Columbia Curriculum 2020; Manitoba Education 2020), failed to reflect their educational needs and
further their engagement in schooling. At worst, it made them feel unsafe in the school environment.

Multiple Forms of Knowledge: Pedagogy

This study also reflected how youth have many responsibilities in their lives beyond schooling. In
today’s society, young people can find themselves overextended with commitments to family, work,
education, civic engagement, and extra-curricular activities. With all these outside commitments
and due to differences in race, age, class, gender, and culture, it can be difficult for them to find a
comfortable space to connect to what is being taught to their lives and to understand the need to learn
what is not directly relevant. Young people’s education is shaped by the spaces in which they live,
such as by home, work, school, peers, communities and their raced, aged, classed, and gendered
lives. This shaping of education knowledge and the reciprocal process of learning brings learners
“funds of knowledge” to the learning environment, these being the different skills and expertise that
they each individually bring to the learning spaces (González et al., 2011; Gutiérrez et al., 1999;
Mahiri, 2004; Moll, 1992). These multiple forms of knowledge are an example of how the cur-
riculum should be collaboratively written with students, a process in-the-making, as each learner
comes with different gifts.

Our study makes the strong case that quality education for Indigenous young people, and indeed
all young people, will include an abundance of experiential learning where the learning is student-
centered. A strong trustworthy teacher-student relationship is the first building block for any further
learning to happen. These strong relationships are what the young people reflected on remembering
most and those teachers are who they considered their life mentors, opening up pathways to
successful education. A teacher as a mentor is someone who can support a student through diverse
experiences and can teach life skills to young people while still holding high expectations. A focus
in teacher education on this need for mentorship, as well as teaching teacher candidates culturally
sustaining pedagogies (Paris, 2012) serves students of all backgrounds while supporting and re-
flecting the needs of the community.

In contrast to the colonial educational paradigm, first enacted in residential schools, and extended
into the contemporary policies and practices of public education in Canada, Indigenous peoples
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have always had, and continue to generate effective and culturally sustaining approaches to ed-
ucation, which include cultural ways of knowing and arts-based approaches to education such as
weaving, wood-carving, dancing, drumming, and singing. These approaches to education are not
static, and have contextually evolved, but have been conceptually described by various Indigenous
scholars, in terms of praxis, that is, an integration of Indigenous educational epistemologies,
ontologies, and axiologies. This is the educational pathway that Indigenous youth are seeking—one
which nourishes their cultural connection and wellbeing.

Conclusion

In this study, we have demonstrated the critical ways that Indigenous youth experience structural
violence and systemic inequities in the context of education. We conclude through reflection of
these three Indigenous youth voices that there has been too much emphasis on the individual and the
schools, rather than the structural oppression and violence created by and through government
policies, and broader, societal power relations framed by and throughout colonial history. More
research is needed which begins from an ecological analysis that explicitly considers structural
drivers of educational inequity, and that questions the ways structural relations shape Indigenous
young people’s experiences within systems of education. The implications of our study are im-
portant in that they point towards concrete changes that need to be addressed in the field of education
echoed through these Indigenous young people. These changes center the importance of the learner-
teacher relationship and uphold Indigenous rights, traditions, identities and values so that every
student is reflected in the educational curriculum and supported to meet the needs of succeeding in a
colonized world.
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Notes

1. There is no one official definition of Indigenous peoples worldwide (World Health Organization, 2007). For
the purposes of this study, “Indigenous” is used to refer to peoples with roots in ancestral lands predating
colonial invasion and the resulting nation-state boundaries. In Canada, Indigenous peoples are defined by
the constitution as First Nations, Métis peoples, and Inuit (Government of Canada, 1982).
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2. The current education system in Canada encompasses publicly funded schools, privately funded schools and
federally funded First Nations schools. Education is a provincial responsibility, not a federal one, so there are
some differences in the education systems of each province. Typically, there is an optional kindergarten
program for children ages four to five, and all children begin Grade 1 at age six. Secondary schools go up to
Grade 11 or 12, and from there students have the option to attend post-secondary studies (Council of
Ministers of Education Canada, 2016; Friesen and Krauth, 2012). None of the youth in this study attended
First Nations schools because they lived in urban areas off-reserve. All of them attended provincially
publicly funded schools, and one, Danielle, attended a private Christian elementary school.

3. Pseudonyms are used to protect the anonymity of the youth.
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