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Abstract 

The news media play an important role in our society by framing issues and helping to set the 

public agenda. However, through the use of framing, news media can also privilege entrenched 

interests and particular worldviews. Nowhere is this clearer than in the historical treatment of 

Indigenous issues and people by Canadian news media. Now, with reconciliation a national 

priority, it becomes important to investigate media framing in light of the summary report of the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) to discover how the residential school system and 

the TRC’s work are framed. This thesis project examined the news frames employed in 102 

articles from Canada’s two national newspapers in the six months following the release of the 

TRC’s summary report. Using both deductive and inductive modes of inquiry, the study found an 

overreliance on the use of conflict and attribution of responsibility frames to assign blame to the 

federal government, highlight discord between various political and social groups, and maintain 

the status quo by questioning the TRC’s findings. While some articles framed news in a way that 

supports reconciliation—typically through the use of Indigenous voices and the human-interest 

frame—ultimately, this study found that more work needs to be done in the treatment of 

Indigenous people and issues by our media.  
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Reconciliation in the News: A Framing Analysis of Residential Schools  

and the TRC in Canadian National Newspapers 

On June 2, 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) released its 

summary report on the Indian residential school system. The commission’s findings, which 

encompassed six years of investigation and over 6,000 testimonies from school survivors and 

family members, documented the harrowing trauma of the residential school experience and its 

role in exacerbating many of the significant health and social challenges facing Indigenous 

people today. The report also recommended 94 calls to action—mostly changes to programs and 

government policy— to repair the damage caused by residential schools (Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015a). In the aftermath of the TRC’s report, the current 

federal government, as well as Indigenous leaders and other levels of government, emphasized 

the need for all Canadians to learn about the residential school system as an important path to 

reconciliation (e.g., Trudeau, 2015). According to Canadian senator and former TRC chair 

Murray Sinclair, Canadians must learn about the residential school system in order “to change 

the way that people in the community engage with each other and think about each other” 

(Kennedy, 2015, para. 9). Ultimately, for reconciliation to succeed, we must arrive at a common 

understanding of the Indian residential school system that recognizes how it has shaped—and 

burdened—modern relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians. A critical step 

of this work involves an investigation into how this issue is presented by our institutions and 

media. 

By reporting news to the public, the media occupy an important role in our democracy by 

attuning audiences to matters of public interest. Research has shown that the way in which an 

issue is reported can shape public perceptions of political issues and institutions (Chong & 
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Druckman, 2007a; Hoffner, Fujioka, Cohen, & Seate, 2017; Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). In 

the weeks following the release of the TRC’s report, the residential school system received 

significant media attention from major Canadian news outlets. However, very little research has 

been done since to study this news coverage, a glaring absence for two reasons. Firstly, it is 

important to study our news because a significant proportion of the Canadian public depends on 

it for information on Indigenous people and the issues that affect them. In fact, next to school, 

the news media make up Canadians’ main source of learning about Indigenous people according 

to a 2016 national survey (The Environics Institute, 2016). Secondly, and more critically, 

throughout its short history, Canadian media have consistently reflected a racist and colonist 

ideology in the coverage of Indigenous people (Anderson & Robertson, 2011). For us to move 

forward, to make meaningful progress towards reconciliation, we must, therefore, ensure our 

news reporting is both accurate and free of the colonialist attitudes that have jaundiced news 

coverage in the past. As Indigenous child welfare advocate Cindy Blackstock remarks, 

“journalists have a historic opportunity to set the bedrock of truth telling from which 

reconciliation and the full realization of Canadian values can grow” (Pierro et al., 2013). Truth 

building and the simultaneous dispelling of settler myths and racist stereotypes in our media are 

part and parcel of the ongoing work to repair the relationship between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous Canadians. 

To investigate what the press is presenting to the public, this thesis relies on framing 

theory and the concept of frames. According to this body of theory, frames are “conceptual tools 

which media and individuals rely on to convey, interpret, and evaluate information” (Neuman, 

Just, & Crigler, 1992, p. 60). To create these frames, news media select and emphasize certain 

elements of a story or issue. Audiences, subsequently, employ their own frames to filter this 
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information to arrive at a particular interpretation of an issue or story (Drache & Fletcher, 2016). 

Through the practice of framing, news media, among other sources, can have an influence not 

only on what issues we think about, but how we think about them (McCombs, Shaw, & Weaver, 

2014). 

There has been extensive research conducted on the news frames used by journalists to 

cover current events, including issues such as energy, poverty, and war (e.g., Forest & Sousa, 

2006; Iyengar, 1990; Speer, 2017). By investigating the framing found in news sources, 

researchers can glean a better understanding of how important public issues are communicated to 

audiences and what role news organizations play in influencing public opinion. Bearing this in 

mind, this thesis explores the particular news frames constructed around residential schools and 

the TRC in Canada’s two national newspapers, The Globe and Mail and the National Post. I 

have devised two principal research questions to guide my research and methodology: 

1. What were the main frames employed in the coverage of residential schools and the 

TRC’s findings in the National Post and The Globe and Mail? 

2. What effect, if any, has the release of the TRC’s findings and calls to action had on 

the framing of residential schools and Indigenous people in these publications? 

To answer these questions, I have applied a critical approach involving both deductive and 

inductive methods to discover which news frames were predominantly used in the six months 

following the release of the TRC’s summary report. Research data comprised individual articles 

from both The Globe and Mail and the National Post and were collected via the online news 

database, LexisNexis. 

To provide the necessary historical and academic context, this thesis begins with a 

section on the history and impact of the residential school system and the TRC followed by a 
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review of scholarly literature that will help to situate this study in the larger body of research 

conducted on news framing and Canadian media’s coverage of Indigenous issues. The ensuing 

methodology section explains the particular methods used to analyze the data and some of the 

considerations needed to connect this study to other framing research. In the final two sections, I 

detail my finding and discuss the implications of this research and the role of Canadian media in 

the national conversation regarding residential schools and the TRC’s work. In doing so, this 

thesis project aims to show how framing choices made by Canadian news media can either 

support or hinder reconciliation efforts. 

Background 

The Residential School System 

 Though the first residential schools were established pre-Confederation, the term 

generally refers to the network of government-funded Christian boarding schools established 

after 1880. At its height in the 1930s, the system totalled 80 schools with 60 per cent operated by 

the Roman Catholic Church and the remainder by the Anglican, United, and Presbyterian 

Churches (Miller, 2017). Under the residential school system, Indigenous children were removed 

from their families and communities and placed into church-run schools, a crude attempt to 

integrate Indigenous people into Euro-Canadian society and culture. Speaking on the schools’ 

residual effect on modern Canadian society, Indigenous journalist and current leader of the 

Manitoba New Democratic Party, Wab Kinew, wrote: “The whole country is poorer for it…. 

because the wisdom and the strength and the beauty of indigenous culture hasn’t been allowed to 

fully contribute to our overall well-being” (Brean, 2015, para. 7). Residential schools were a 

major component of the colonialist, racist policies introduced by the Canadian government, 

which made no secret of its attempt to forcefully assimilate the country’s Indigenous peoples 
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(Miller, 2017). Consider this 1879 address delivered in the House of Commons by Canada’s first 

Prime Minister, John A. McDonald: 

When the school is on the reserve, the child lives with its parents, who are savages, and 

though he may learn to read and write, his habits and training mode of thought are Indian. 

He is simply a savage who can read and write. It has been strongly impressed upon 

myself… that Indian children should be withdrawn as much as possible from the parental 

influence, and the only way to do that would be to put them in central training industrial 

schools where they will acquire the habits and modes of thought of white men. (as cited 

in Joseph, 2016, para. 7) 

Chronically underfunded with often crumbling infrastructure, the schools were inhumane homes 

for many of their students. Missionary teachers used outdated curricula and forced students to 

speak in either English or French, alien languages for a majority of children (Miller, 2017). 

Students were further prohibited from practicing their cultural traditions and language—even 

their names were stripped away in place of Euro-Canadian ones (Quan, 2015). Diseases such as 

tuberculosis and influence were pervasive, physical abuse was frequent, and many students were 

sexually assaulted by the school staff. The TRC estimates that over 6,000 Indigenous children 

died as a result of the residential school experience, or roughly one in 25— a death rate 

comparable to Canadians serving in World War II (Schwartz, 2015). 

 Although most residential schools were shut down by the 1980s, it was not until 1996 

that the last school closed its doors. The consequences of the system, however, still linger today 

in the form of intergenerational trauma, the stress and negative impacts experienced by school 

survivors that are passed down to subsequent generations (Berube, 2015). In one study, Bombay, 

Matheson, and Anisman (2011) found that First Nations adults who had at least one parent attend 
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a residential school reported greater depressive symptoms than those who did not. Sotero (2006) 

further argues that groups subjected to long-term trauma, such as slavery, war, and colonialism, 

“exhibit a higher prevalence of disease even several generations after the original trauma 

occurred” (p. 93). Indigenous communities faced additional residual issues, including family 

breakdowns, violence, and substance abuse (Miller, 2017). In 2005, after several years of 

litigation by school survivors, the federal government committed $1.9 billion in compensation 

for those abused at residential schools. Two years later, the federal government officially 

recognized the damage caused by the residential school system with the Indian Residential 

Schools Agreement, the largest class action settlement in Canadian history (Marshall, 2016). 

The TRC 

Part of the agreed settlement also included $60 million to establish the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission, a forum where school survivors, family members, and communities 

could tell their stories about the residential school experience. The TRC was launched in 2008 

and directed to document the experience of residential-school students, including collecting all 

relevant documents from the Catholic Church and government. Over the course of its five-year 

mandate, the TRC held seven national events across the country and conducted over 70 

community hearings. Given another year to complete its final report, the TRC officially 

completed its purpose in June 2015 (Moran, 2017). During the closing ceremony, the 

commission presented four summary reports: an executive summary; a guiding set of principles 

for reconciliation; a volume recounting the stories and experiences of school survivors; and a list 

of recommendations. The complete version of the report was released six months later on 

December 15, 2015. 
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 Though summary in nature, the June reports offered a comprehensive, withering 

indictment against the residential school system. In the TRC’s (2015a) executive summary, 

residential schools were described as an act of cultural genocide, defined as the “destruction of 

those structures and practices that allow the group to continue as a group” (p. 1). The report 

elaborates further: 

 Languages are banned. Spiritual leaders are persecuted, spiritual practices are forbidden, 

and objects of spiritual value are confiscated and destroyed. And, most significantly to 

the issue at hand, families are disrupted to prevent the transmission of cultural values and 

identity from one generation to the next. (p. 1) 

Through acts of cultural genocide, the TRC argued, Canada destroyed many of the cultural and 

spiritual foundations that make up the Indigenous identity. In doing so, it left a people bereft of 

language, community, and purpose. 

In the fourth and final volume of the summary report, the TRC delivered 94 calls to 

action necessary to advance reconciliation while also redressing the wrongs of the residential 

school system (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015b). Many of these 

recommendations were far-reaching in scope, touching on all facets of Canadian society, 

including education, the justice system, health care, and the media. At the time, the report’s call 

to actions received a muted response from Canada’s Conservative government (Curry, 2015). 

However, the Liberal Party under Justin Trudeau pledged to implement all 94 items. Four 

months later, the Liberals would become the new federal government and reaffirmed their 

commitment to the TRC. Despite initial optimism, however, progress has been limited: 

according to historian Ian Mosby, who is tracking government’s progress on the calls to action, 

only seven have been completed as of October 2017 (CBC Radio, 2017).   
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Literature Review 

This review comprises two main bodies of literature: the definitions, principles, and 

methodological considerations underpinning framing theory; and the historical treatment of 

Indigenous issues and people in Canadian media. The former was chosen because of the 

significant role that framing plays in this thesis project by serving as the theoretical and 

methodological frameworks for investigating news coverage of Canada’s residential schools. 

The latter, which is also heavily informed by framing theory, was invaluable as a reference point 

to compare my findings. 

Framing Theory and Analysis 

Fields that include sociology, psychology, and communications have used the concept of 

framing as both a theoretical model and as a method of analysis (Reese, 2001). First used by 

sociologist Erving Goffman (1974), framing refers to the way in which people use mental 

constructs, or frames, to make sense of reality. Frames help people to contextualize and filter 

meaning from their everyday social experience, much in the way that a picture frame is used to 

add structure and meaningful context to an image. The core premise, according to Chong and 

Druckman (2007b), is that an issue can be viewed from a variety of frames, with each frame 

conveying its own set of values and attitudes. Drache and Fletcher (2016) use a pipeline dispute 

to illustrate how multiple frames can be employed on the same issue. For example, an 

Indigenous frame would likely emphasize Indigenous rights to traditional land and the role of 

environmental stewardship in Indigenous culture. Alternatively, an economic development frame 

might extol the benefits of development by highlighting job creation and tax revenue generated 

by the pipeline. 
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As a process of communication, framing can occur in four different locations that 

ultimately inform how an issue is understood in a given interaction. In his widely cited essay 

(Google Scholar indicates it has been referenced over 11,000 times), media scholar Entman 

(1993) provides a useful description of the four framing sites. Communicators represent the 

individuals, groups, or organizations communicating, which, when doing so, construct particular 

frames that support their beliefs and arguments by choosing what they say. Framing is also 

evident in the messages themselves, or texts, through the use of keywords, metaphors, sources of 

information, and images, among other elements. When interacting with a communicator or text, 

a receiver employs his or her own frames, which may reflect or oppose the frames constructed 

by the text or communicator. This communication process occurs within the larger culture, 

which comprises the set of stock frames used in everyday discourse. As a recent example, the 

cultural emergence of “fake news” is a particularly consequential addition to the public discourse 

that has affected how the public engages with mainstream news media.  

Regardless of the location in which framing occurs, however, dominant frames 

constructed around an issue function the same; Entman (1993) suggests that frames are used to 

“highlight bits of information about an item” as a way to elevate its salience, which he defines as 

“making a piece of information more noticeable, meaningful, or memorable to audiences” (p. 

53). By highlighting or de-emphasizing particular elements, frames invite a particular way to 

perceive information and distill meaning. Ultimately, the selective use of frames has important 

implications for how audiences will define and evaluate an issue and how to solve it.  

The news media and framing. The concept of framing is a popular approach for media 

scholars interested in studying the interaction between the news media and audiences. Unlike 

agenda-setting research, which focuses on the volume of issue coverage, news-framing research 
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examines how frames are constructed by journalists to shape particular interpretations of 

complex social and political issues (An & Gower, 2009). At the micro-level of the individual 

news story, frames choices are made by emphasizing or omitting particular aspects of a story 

through word choice, quotes, photographs, etc. Framing can also be constructed more broadly at 

the organizational level of news organizations; internal pressures such as deadlines and staffing, 

as well as a publication’s ideological stance can contribute to the framing of an issue (Tuchman, 

1978). Consequently, the frames constructed by journalists and their organizations can have a 

significant influence on the attitudes and behaviours of audiences. Muhamad and Yang (2017) 

write: “media coverage brings attention to an issue… it can also offer causes and solutions, and 

influence audiences on which issues to think about and how to think about them through 

framing” (p. 191). To study this phenomenon, Iyengar (1991) had research participants watch 

several news stories on poverty. Through open-ended surveys, he found that audiences apportion 

responsibility for poverty differently depending on how the issue was framed. If poverty was 

presented thematically—that is, news stories consisting of information based on general trends, 

such as the poverty rate—audiences were more likely to see poverty as a societal issue; on the 

other hand, if the news story was episodic—poverty is reported in terms of personal experience, 

such as covering a particular individual—audiences were more likely to hold individuals causally 

responsible. Another framing study by Sniderman, Brody, and Telock (1991), which looked at 

the AIDS crisis during the 1980s, found further evidence of framing’s influence on audience 

opinion. In this case, how framing can sway one's perception of possible solutions to an issue: 

“A majority of the public supports the rights of persons with AIDS when the issue is framed… to 

accentuate civil liberties considerations—and supports mandatory testing when the issue is 



RECONCILIATION IN THE NEWS 18 

framed to accentuate public health considerations” (p. 52). These influential studies underline 

framing’s role in creating understanding and opinion on public policy issues. 

Generic versus issue-specific news frames. Given the influence of framing on public 

attitudes and discourse, there has been a growing body of literature devoted to the study of news 

frames and how issues are presented to the public. According to Chong and Druckman (2007b), 

framing analysis has “become a virtual cottage industry” and shows no sign of slowing down (p. 

106). Dozens of framing studies are produced each year, making framing one of the most 

popular areas of research for communication scholars today (Cacciatore, Scheufele, & Iyengar, 

2016). Despite framing’s ubiquity, however, there remains no consensus on how best to 

conceptualize news frames. Cacciatore, Scheufele, and Iyengar (2016) point out that many 

studies take an inductive approach that uncovers frames as they emerge from the data. This 

approach results in the discovery of unique news frames that are often only relevant to the issue 

being studied. For example, Akhavana-Majid and Ramaprasad (2000) applied an inductive 

approach, “based on careful reading” (p. 144), to investigate American news coverage of a 

United Nations conference in Beijing. Their research uncovered a number of issue-specific 

frames, including a “China frame,” an anti-communist perspective that highlights the failures of 

Marxist governments.  

Other inductive studies take a more systematic approach by drawing on the work of 

Entman (1993), whose studies identified frames based on their function rather than their content 

(see Knudsen, 2017; Matthes & Kohring, 2008). According to Entman (1993), frames can be 

detected through four functions: they “promote a particular problem definition, causal 

interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (p. 52). This approach 

provides a clear operational definition of frames that can be easily applied to the study of issue-
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specific frames (Matthes & Kohring, 2008). Uncovering unique frames through inductive means 

can yield richness and specificity to the research and allow the researcher to uncover the many 

ways in which an issue is framed (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). On the other hand, issue-

specific frames are difficult to generalize to other framing research. Vliegenthart and van Zoonen 

(2011) illustrate this weakness with two examples of inductive framing studies investigating 

news coverage of the Iraq War. Each study detected its own set of unique frames, making it 

exceedingly difficult to compare the two studies, let alone relate them to framing research 

conducted on other news topics. 

The deductive approach to investigating news frames, though less used, overcomes this 

weakness by looking at generic frames commonly found in news reporting, regardless of time, 

location, and subject (Dirikx & Gelders, 2010). Analyzing political coverage from five Dutch 

national newspapers, Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) argued there are five dominant news 

frames used in order of frequency: attribution of responsibility, conflict, human interest, 

economic, and morality. According to the researchers, investigating generic news frames is 

attractive because research can be “replicated easily, can cope with large samples, and can easily 

detect differences in framing between… and within media” (p. 95). However, unlike the 

inductive approach that explores issue-specific frames, using predefined frames to study issues is 

fairly limited when it comes to detecting important frames that fall outside of the ones already 

selected for study (Matthes & Kohring, 2008). Despite this weakness, Semetko and 

Valkenburg’s (2000) approach remains popular: since their landmark study, numerous studies 

have applied a similar, if not identical, method for investigating a range of issues, including 

climate change (Dirikx & Gelders, 2010), autism (Muhamad & Yang, 2017), Latin American 
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immigration (Igartua, Cheng, & Muñiz, 2005), and environmental activism (Coman & Cmeciu, 

2014).  

News framing under the critical paradigm. In communications research, the critical 

paradigm is a useful approach for the critique of power and ideology in communication activities 

and institutions like the news media. In his influential essay on the field of communication 

theory, Craig (1999) elaborates on the function of critical research:  

[It] explains how social injustice is perpetuated by ideological distortions and how justice 

can potentially be restored through communicative practices that enable critical reflection 

or consciousness-raising in order to unmask those distortions and thereby enable political 

action to liberate the participants from them. (p. 147) 

As an entry point into investigations of power, a critical stance is a natural fit for framing 

research. It calls into question the subversive influence of framing, the “magician’s sleight of 

hand—attention is directed to one point so that people do not notice the manipulation that is 

going on” (Tankard, 2001, p. 97). And yet, framing is ever-present; it constructs social reality by 

shaping how people see the world. Through this function, news framing is “a tool of power that 

can be used in the struggle to define whose view of the world will predominate” (Hallahan, 2009, 

p. 223). The critical paradigm, when applied to framing research, pays close attention to how 

news frames are employed to limit public consciousness in a way that privileges the interests of 

the powerful. 

Media framing theory is a helpful explanation of media’s role in meaning production and 

can help to explain public attitudes. Moreover, framing’s role in the construction of social reality 

necessarily brings into question notions of power, and how it is exercised through the framing 

process to articulate ideology and entrench particular voices and values. And while there remains 
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no consensus on how best to study news frames, deductive and inductive forms of analysis offer 

their own respective strengths that I leverage in this thesis project. 

Coverage of Indigenous Issues and People in Canadians News 

Much of the current research on the Indian residential school system focuses on studying 

its physiological, cognitive, and social impacts on school survivors, their affected families, and 

the Indigenous community at large (e.g., Barnes, Josefowitz, & Cole, 2006; Bombay, Matheson, 

& Anisman, 2011; Kaspar, 2014; Wilk, Maltby, & Cooke, 2017). Comparatively, 

communication research on the topic remains scant. However, there is a considerable body of 

research that has explored the broader representation of Indigenous people in news reporting and, 

more broadly, in the postcolonial society. Studying how media have treated other Indigenous 

issues will provide some much-needed historical context that will prove invaluable in my study 

of residential schools. Through a review of the literature, two important themes emerge: the news 

industry’s problematic association with racist and colonialist ideology and its tendency to frame 

Indigenous people as the cause of their own suffering. 

 Before examining the Canadian media’s framing of Indigenous people, it is perhaps 

useful to begin by situating it within the significant scholarship written on Indigenous 

representation in postcolonial nations. Postcolonial studies, the body of critical theory that seeks 

to explore and critique the one-sided colonial worldview, is a useful lens for understanding how 

Western perspectives and values are often privileged in a culture. Consequently, other 

worldviews, such as the experience and knowledge of Indigenous people and other colonized 

groups, are marginalized or outright disparaged (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014). Edward Said, 

a pioneering figure in postcolonial scholarship, has written extensively on how postcolonial 

cultures reframe the world “with the West cast as ‘self’ and the rest of the world classed as the 
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‘other’ (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014, para. 8). This practice of “othering” enables a 

hegemonic group to establish its identity through opposition of other groups demarcated along 

lines of gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, religion, or nation. Arbitrary binaries are created 

and disseminated, through our culture and media, to position the colonizer as enlightened, 

civilized, or moral. Alternatively, the Other are framed as savages, barbarians, infidels, and other 

pejorative identifiers meant to deny marginalized groups of their humanity (Coghlan & Brydon-

Miller, 2014). A notable example of othering in Canadian society is the widespread usage of the 

term “Indian,” which is even codified in Canada’s Constitution under 1876’s Indian Act. As a 

racial descriptor, the term was imposed on Indigenous populations as a common identity by 

European settlers. Lawrence (2003) suggests this form of othering disempowers Indigenous 

people by removing them from their distinct cultures and nations and placing them as “powerless 

and racialized individual[s] at the bottom of the hierarchy of Euro-Canadian society” (p. 5). The 

dichotomy of the colonizer versus the Indian, established by othering to disempower and 

disqualify the Indigenous worldview, continues to be expressed throughout Western culture, 

including Canada’s news media. 

Anderson and Robertson (2011) provide the most comprehensive analysis of news 

reporting’s representation of Indigenous issues. Conducting a discourse analysis of  

Canadian English-speaking newspapers from 1869 to 2009, they examined a number of 

significant junctures in the history between Indigenous peoples and European-Canadian 

colonizers, including the sale of Rupert’s Land in 1869, Louis Riel’s Northwest Rebellion in 

1885, and the Oka crisis in 1990. Throughout this period, the authors suggest, Canadian media 

have demonstrated a remarkably consistent ideology when comparing Indigenous people to 

Canadians of European descent. Anderson and Robertson argue that there is a tendency for news 
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reporting to present racist constructions coloured by a paternalistic attitude that subordinates 

Indigenous peoples as a colonized, monolithic group without history or culture. For example, 

they point to the 2005 centennials celebrated by Alberta and Saskatchewan, which received 

significant coverage in the news at the time. The authors argue that the very act of staging and 

promoting a centennial negates the 10,000 years of Indigenous history and culture that predated 

the two provinces. They found Canadian media similarly underrepresented Indigenous people’s 

diverse and vibrant culture, as well as their contributions to Canadian society. When Indigenous 

people are framed in the media, Anderson and Robertson suggest they are frequently described 

by three sets of characteristics: “depravity, innate inferiority, and a stubborn resistance to 

progress” (p. 6). These contrived constructions of Indigenous people have “served to informally 

yet persuasively teach countless Canadians about imagined Native inferiority… [and] served to 

reinforce prevalent mainstream notions about Indigenous peoples, all of which degrade, 

denigrate, and marginalize” (p. 6). Ultimately, Anderson and Robertson’s study is a helpful 

reference point for investigating the framing of Indigenous issues as a way to compare how 

coverage has changed or, more troubling, has remained the same throughout Canada’s history.  

 Indigenous people, when reported in the news or depicted in film and other forms of 

media, are frequently misrepresented, often through stereotypical representations. Fleras and 

Kunz (2001) suggest that both positive and negative images of Indigenous people in mainstream 

media are heavily influenced by European-Canadian society that attempts to fetishize Indigenous 

culture as exotic or otherwise subordinate as inferior. One remarkably persistent and noxious 

portrayal of Indigenous people is that of a “problem people” (p. 136). According to Fleras and 

Kunz (2001), this framing is conveyed in two ways. The first is media’s focus on Indigenous 

people as instigators and radicals, which is frequently seen in reporting covering land disputes 
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and conflicts over Treaty rights, such as the flashpoint Oka crisis in 1990. In addition to being 

portrayed as creating problems for the rest of Canada, Indigenous people are also represented as 

having significant, often costly problems. Fleras and Kunz suggest that Indigenous people are 

frequently emphasized as poverty-stricken and addicted to drugs and alcohol in news stories. 

Often, these portrayals result in Indigenous people being blamed for their own suffering. For 

instance, Jiwani (2008), in her study analyzing news discourses of missing and murdered women 

in Vancouver, found that many of the victims, who were largely Indigenous, were labeled as 

“high-risk,” which implied that the women were responsible because their lifestyle and bad 

choices put them at risk. In another example, Anderson and Robertson (2011) discuss a business 

column in the Calgary Herald that argued the many problems affecting Indigenous people—

poverty, lack of education, homelessness, violence in the home—are because “Indigenous groups 

seem reluctant to help themselves” (p. 257). Such a statement—that Indigenous people are 

incapable or unwilling to improve their lives—reveals a paternalistic ideology that 

underrepresents many of the historical and systemic factors that have contributed to the abject 

poverty of some Indigenous communities, such as the residential school system, which tore apart 

numerous families and communities.  

Summary 

Synthesized together, these complementary bodies of literature informed this thesis 

project by describing the framing processes that may contribute to our understanding of the 

Indian residential school system as presented in Canadian newspapers. Previous scholarship by 

Anderson and Robertson (2011), among others, illustrates the problematic framing that has 

historically occurred in the treatment of Indigenous people and issues. With this thesis project, 

there is an opportunity to build on existing framing literature to explore an issue of national 
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relevance– the concept of reconciliation, as articulated through the work and recommendations 

of the TRC. 

Specifically, this thesis contributes to communications research in two primary ways. 

First, whereas most news framing studies involve either an inductive or deductive approach to 

conceptualize news frames, this thesis project uses both methods to provide a more 

comprehensive picture of the issue. Equally important is the evaluative function of this research. 

The primary thrust of this study investigated whether Canadian news reporting has evolved in the 

wake of the TRC’s summary report, or if it continues to perpetuate the same destructive 

representations of Indigenous people that Anderson and Robertson (2011) discuss at length. In 

the next section, I outline the research methods used to gather data and analyze my research. 

Methodology 

The objectives of this study are to investigate the framing functions of media through an 

examination of the newspaper coverage of residential schools following the release of the TRC’s 

summary report. This critical study will use both deductive and inductive forms of inquiry to 

detect the dominant frames used to inform public discourse and create salience around residential 

schools and the TRC’s findings and recommendations.  

The following section discusses the methodological components of the study, including 

the design, sample, research methods, and procedural steps involved. 

Research Design 

This study employed both deductive and inductive forms of framing analysis that 

incorporated both quantitative and qualitative research. A combination of deductive and 

inductive methods can provide a richer exploration of an issue and mitigate some of the inherent 

weaknesses in each approach. In this case, a quantitative, deductive form of inquiry that 
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investigates predetermined news frames, derived from existing literature, helps to connect this 

research project to broader trends and “the larger implications of framing theory” (Borah, 2011, 

p. 249). A qualitative, inductive approach, on the other hand, allows for greater flexibility and 

thoroughness by investigating unique frames as they emerge from the data. 

Two different forms of content analysis were conducted to carry out this two-pronged 

approach. Used frequently in mass media research, content analysis allows for a systematic 

approach for studying a large amount of text to understand broader patterns at work (Cissel, 

2012). This method typically involves a close reading of a text and is useful for answering “why” 

questions (Given, 2008a). It further helps to classify, codify, and evaluate key news frames in 

order to understand latent meaning both explicit and implicit—otherwise known as manifest and 

latent data (Krippendorf, 2004). In the discussion section, I compare and contrast the findings 

from both phases of content analysis, focusing on the dominant frames identified by each 

method.  

Ultimately, this thesis project is rooted in the critical paradigm and seeks to examine how 

news coverage perpetuates or otherwise contests unequal power relations between groups in 

society. According to Given (2008b), historical analysis, so central to critical research, is 

essential for understanding the “social situatedness of contemporary social life” (para. 4). 

Towards that end, the discussion section of this thesis aims to situate my research findings in the 

greater historical context of the Indigenous–settler relationship that has come to define relations 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians. 

Data 

 This study investigated news coverage from Canada’s two recognized national English-

language newspapers, The Globe and Mail and the National Post. These two publications were 
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selected because they are among the most read newspapers in the country, with average weekly 

circulations of 2,149,124 (The Globe and Mail) and 1,097,080 (National Post) for print and 

digital editions in 2015. While the dailies of major cities like the Toronto Star and Le Journal de 

Montréal may rival these numbers in terms of print distribution, their digital distribution rates 

suggest their influence beyond Ontario and Quebec is limited (Newspapers Canada, 2015). The 

National Post and The Globe and Mail, on the other hand, enjoy a wide distribution across the 

country, which enables them to play an influential role in setting the public agenda on issues of 

national importance (Trimble & Sampert, 2004). This is particularly the case with the National 

Post, the flagship publication for Postmedia Network, Canada’s largest chain of daily 

newspapers, which also includes the publications for major urban centres such as Calgary, 

Edmonton, Montreal, and Vancouver. As a result, often the same national reporting and 

editorials found in the National Post are used in other Postmedia dailies, significantly expanding 

the reach of National Post content. 

These two publications were chosen for another significant reason: Each features a 

different editorial stance, with The National Post considered a conservative newspaper, while 

The Globe and Mail skews closer to the centre (Stoddart, Haluza-DeLay, & Tindall, 2015). A 

comparison of framing choices used by the publications can help to indicate how the residential 

school issue and the TRC were reported across the political spectrum. 

The six months following the TRC’s release of its summary report were chosen as the 

sample for study. This period was determined to yield a suitable amount of data for a Master’s 

research project of this scope and represented the height of media attention on the issue. By 

focusing on such a narrow time frame, this research project can examine how a specific event 

(that is, the release of the TRC’s findings) influenced the framing of residential schools.   
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 Individual news articles were selected as the unit of analysis and were collected through 

an electronic database search in LexisNexis. I conducted keyword searches using the terms 

“residential school,” “TRC,” and “Truth and Reconciliation” between June 2, 2015, and 

December 2, 2015. Following this initial search, I reviewed the samples to remove duplicate 

articles and any stories that were only incidentally related to the topics of residential schools, the 

TRC’s work, or the TRC’s calls to action. Additionally, the search was further filtered by only 

capturing news stories and editorial columns. These news genres were selected because they are 

typically the most common forms of news reporting where the primary intent is to provide 

information about an issue and present the opinion of the newspaper publication. Other types of 

newspaper content, such as art and literature reviews and letters to the editor, were excluded 

from the study. Article information, including title, author, date, story genre, and word count, 

were all recorded manually in a spreadsheet. A complete breakdown of these samples is detailed 

in the findings section. 

Phase One: Deductive Content Analysis 

For this phase, I replicated Semetko and Valkenburg’s (2000) popular deductive 

approach to analyze news frames commonly found in news reporting. This method was selected 

because it allows for a systematic analysis that can investigate a large amount of data and be 

used to compare to the framing of other issues. This particular study looked at five generic 

frames first identified by Semetko and Valkenburg: attribution of responsibility, conflict, 

economic, human interest, and morality.  

Procedure. Semetko and Valkenburg’s (2000) coding scheme was used to measure the 

degree to which of the five generic news frames appear in news articles referencing residential 

schools or the TRC. Their method comprised a list of 20 questions with each question intended 
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to measure one of the five frames (see Appendix A). Questions included ones such as “Does the 

article reflect disagreement between parties/individuals/groups?” (conflict frame) and “Does the 

story suggest that some level of the government is responsible for the issue/problem?” 

(attribution of responsibility frame). This set of questions was found by later framing studies to 

reflect the five frames consistently (Dirikx & Gelders, 2010). Each question was coded as 0 

(frame not present) or 1 (frame present) for each news article and then added together to indicate 

the degree that a news frame was used in a particular article. For example, an article with a score 

of four out of five in the attribution of responsibility scale indicates a strong presence of this 

frame in the reporting. To assess validity, another coder coded 30 randomly selected articles 

using the same questions. Inter-coder reliability, using Holsti’s formula for percentage 

agreement, was determined to be 0.88, where 1.0 represents perfect agreement. Holsti’s method 

is a useful and easy tool to measure the intercoder reliability of categorical types of coding, such 

as the coding done in this phase. In general, a Holsti’s percent agreement higher than 0.9 is 

considered to have a high level of intercoder reliability, with anything over 0.8 considered 

reliable (Allen, 2017b). 

Generic frame definitions. The five generic frames studied in this project were first 

discussed at length by Semetko and Valkenburg (2000). They are described in detail below. 

Attribution of responsibility. Stories that employ this frame present an issue or problem 

in a way that assigns responsibility to the government, an individual, or a group. This frame can 

attribute blame for the cause, responsibility for solving the issue, or a combination of the two 

(Muhamad & Yang, 2017). This frame is the most commonly used in serious reporting (An & 

Gower, 2009).   
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Conflict. This frame highlights conflict and disagreement between individuals and 

groups. According to Muhamad and Yang (2017), “this type of news coverage focuses on 

winners and losers, and competition between parties is encouraged” (p. 192). This is the second 

most common frame found in reporting and extensively used in political news coverage. Because 

of its prevalence, news media have been criticized for generating cynicism and public mistrust of 

politicians (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). 

Human interest. Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) suggest that this frame “brings a 

human face or an emotional angle to the presentation of an event, issue, or problem” (p. 95). The 

human-interest frame attempts to capture and retain audience interest by dramatizing the news 

through personal stories and anecdotes.  

Economic. Stories that employ this frame report an issue based on the economic 

consequences it will have on an individual, group, or country (Dirikx & Gelders, 2010). This is 

found to be the third most common frame used in national news, next to attribution of 

responsibility and conflict (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). 

Morality. The morality frame presents issues “in the context of religious doctrines or 

moral ideologies” (Muhamad & Yang, 2017, p. 192). Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) suggest 

this frame is the least used in news reporting because of the profession’s ethical standards 

relating to objectivity. As a result, researchers have found that the frame is most often employed 

indirectly through the journalist’s selection of third-party quotes. 

Phase Two: Inductive Content Analysis 

The second part of the study involved an inductive content analysis of 40 articles (20 

from The Globe and Mail, 20 from the National Post) randomly selected from the sample used in 

the first phase. This particular method, which studies frames as they emerge from the data, is 
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useful for studying in-depth how the various components of a text work together to construct the 

framing of an issue (Entman, 1993). However, because this method of inductive inquiry is 

labour-intensive and requires a close reading of the data, a smaller sample size was selected to 

ensure a rigorous investigation of the news frames present. 

For this phase, I adopted a set of best practices first outlined by Matthes and Kohring 

(2008), who identified frames inductively through a cluster analysis of frame elements. For a 

consistent approach to studying issue-specific frames (opposed to generic frames), their study 

defined frame elements using Entman’s (1993) four functions of news frames: problem 

definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and treatment recommendation. Matthes and 

Kohring (2008) prescribe a number of content analytical variables associated with each function: 

A problem definition can consist of an issue and relevant actors that discuss the problem. 

A causal interpretation is an attribution of failure or success regarding a specific 

outcome. An evaluation can be positive, negative, or neutral and can refer to different 

objects. Finally, a treatment recommendation can include a call for or against a certain 

action. (p. 264) 

This approach avoids the potential for bias that other inductive studies may encounter when 

coding for entire frames. According to Knudsen (2017), researchers may be more susceptible to 

identifying only those frames that agree with their beliefs, thus potentially “confirming rather 

than analyzing the theoretical assumptions and even blinding [them] to alternative frames” (p. 

914). For example, many inductive studies identify frames prior to beginning the study by 

conducting a review of similar literature, which can influence which frames are ultimately 

explored (Matthes & Kohring, 2008). Matthes and Kohring’s method, albeit just as subjective as 

other inductive framing studies, 
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provides a systematic process for identifying news frames based on set parameters. 

Procedure. Regardless of the specific approach, the most rigorous inductive studies 

usually involve identifying an initial set of variables to create a scheme that can be used to code 

the data (Chong & Druckman, 2007b). From the 40 articles selected, four from each publication 

were selected to identify initial variables associated with each framing function as outlined by 

Matthes and Kohring (2008). First, articles were coded according to the central issue under 

investigation and the main actors involved. I then looked at how blame and cause were attributed 

— that is, “who or what is considered responsible for the problem and who stands to benefit” 

(Knudsen, 2017, p. 8). Third, I examined each article to see how issues were treated, and whether 

the article was positive, negative, or neutral. Finally, the articles were coded for solutions or 

recommendations to address the problem. 

Once variables were coded, I conducted a cluster analysis of all 40 articles to investigate 

how frame elements group together to construct specific news frames. As a form of data mining, 

cluster analysis is useful for understanding how variables function in relation to each other and is 

often used to study large data sets via software and statistical algorithms (Allen, 2017a). With 

such a small sample size, however, I elected to conduct my cluster analysis manually by reading 

articles to analyze the co-occurrence of frame elements and separating them into stable clusters 

— patterns of variables that typically occur together and rarely with others (Knudsen, 2017). A 

subsequent analysis of these frames further helped to understand how news media informed the 

public discussion on residential schools and the TRC. 

The findings of both the deductive and inductive phases, as well as a comprehensive 

breakdown of the data collected, are detailed below in separate sections. 
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Findings: News Article Breakdown 

 Information gathered during the data gathering process was recorded in a spreadsheet for 

analysis. A total of 102 articles were analyzed from the two newspapers, The Globe and Mail  

(n = 60) and the National Post (n = 42). As part of the coding, each article was identified as 

either a news article or opinion piece. Both publications made this a fairly straightforward 

process by clearly labelling opinion pieces as commentary or editorials. For the Globe and Mail, 

there were a total of 46 news articles (76.7% of total articles) compared to 14 opinion pieces. 

The ratio of news to opinion pieces for the National Post was virtually the opposite: only 12 

articles (28.6% of total articles) were identified as news stories compared to 30 opinion pieces.  

 In addition to the title, author, and genre, the word count and publishing date were 

recorded for each article. The average word count was 1,040 for the National Post compared to 

829 for The Globe and Mail; however, the latter featured a greater range of articles, from 3,800-

word features to articles possessing fewer than 300 words. The National Post featured fewer 

extreme outliers, with the majority of articles between 700 and 1,300 words. Publishing 

frequency was fairly similar between both publications, with the majority of articles published 

within the month of June before tapering off significantly by summer’s end. Table 1 breaks down 

the monthly frequency of news articles published between June 2, 2015, and December 2, 2015.  

Table 1 

Number and Frequency of Published News Articles 

Publication   June  July  Aug.  Sept.  Oct.  Nov.  Dec. 

The Globe and Mail   39  9  4  0  2  6  0 

National Post   31  4  2  1  4  0  0 
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There were a few relevant topics found throughout this particular news cycle in addition 

to more general news covering the TRC’s findings and recommendations. These topics are 

summarized here for additional context. 

Cultural genocide. The subject of frequent National Post columns, this topic concerns 

the accusation leveled by the TRC report and Chief Justice Beverly McLachlin that Canada 

attempted to commit cultural genocide against Indigenous people through the residential school 

system. This policy, according to McLachlin, resulted in the “worst stain on Canada’s human-

rights record” (Fine, 2015, para. 1). 

Papal apology. One of the TRC’s calls to action included a request for the Pope to 

apologize publicly for residential schools on Canadian soil. While the Catholic Church was not 

responsible for initiating the residential school policy, much of the abuse and neglect that 

occurred were at the hands of the Church administrators and teachers who ran the school 

(Galloway, 2015).  

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).  

A cornerstone of the TRC’s calls to action, UNDRIP was adopted by the United Nations’ 

General Assembly in 2007. Though largely aspirational, the document recognizes Indigenous 

rights to self-determination and the preservation of cultural practices, among other articles 

(United Nations, 2008).  

The 2015 federal election. Occurring just a few months after the release of the TRC report, the 

Canadian federal election received considerable notion in stories associated with the TRC and 

residential schools. Specifically, coverage tended to look at parties’ commitment—or lack 

thereof—to implement the TRC’s calls to actions. 
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Findings: Deductive Content Analysis 

 Attribution of responsibility and conflict were the most visible frames, with at least one 

variable found respectively in 81% (n = 83) and 69% (n = 70) of the total 102 news articles 

examined. Economic and human-interest frames were significantly less frequent, appearing in 

32% (n = 33) and 37% (n = 38) of the articles. Morality was the least used at 22% (n = 23), a 

result that supports previous findings that discovered the morality frame was the least used in 

mainstream serious news coverage (see Dirikx & Gelders, 2010; Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). 

Articles with more than one more variable found for a particular frame indicates a stronger 

presence of the frame in the news coverages (see Table 2). 

Table 2 

Use of the Five Generic News Frames 

Use/no use Five news frames 

 
Responsibility Conflict Economic Human interest Morality 

Use breakdown     

One item     7   (6.9%)     8   (7.8%)     7   (6.9%)   12 (11.8%)   12 (11.8%) 

Two items   10   (9.8%)   18 (17.6%)   12 (11.8%)     4   (3.9%)     9   (8.9%) 

Three items   16 (15.7%)   22 (21.6%)   14 (13.7%)     5   (4.9%)     2      (2%) 

Four items   28 (27.5%)   22 (21.6%)   —     6   (5.9%)   — 

Five items   22 (21.6%)   —   —   11 (10.8%)   — 

Total use   83 (81.5%)   70 (68.6%)   33 (32.4%)   38 (37.3%)   23 (22.7%) 
No use   19 (18.6%)   32 (31.4%)   69 (67.6%)   64 (62.7%)   79 (77.5%) 

Total 102  (100%) 102  (100%) 102  (100%) 102  (100%) 102  (100%) 

Note. Table adapted from An and Gower (2009). Use breakdown lists the number of content 

analysis variables (see Appendix A) positively identified. 

As Table 2 indicates, a significant number of articles featured at least three variables present for 

both attribution of responsibility and conflict frames, suggesting that not only are these frames 

the most commonly found, but they are also the most strongly expressed in this specific news 



RECONCILIATION IN THE NEWS 36 

coverage. In comparison, the three remaining frames are more evenly distributed when there is at 

least one variable present. Appendix B provides a breakdown of frame use by publication. 

Findings: Inductive Content Analysis 

 For phase, I began by identifying variables that would be used to code my data. Appendix 

D features the full list of variables separated into Entman’s (1993) typology of the four different 

functions of framing: problem definition, causal attribution, moral judgement, and treatment 

recommendation. This initial analysis resulted in a significant number of variables coded for 

each frame element—so many that generating stable news frames from these elements would 

prove exceedingly difficult. To mitigate this issue, Matthes and Kohring (2008) suggest 

summarizing variables into main topics, taking special care that they should be “mutually 

exclusive, exhaustive, and independent” (p. 266). When coding for problem definitions, for 

example, I combined all topics related to Canadian political parties, such as the Liberal Party’s 

TRC commitments, under the topic “federal politics” (see Table 3).  

Table 3 

Final Coding Variables for the Inductive Content Analysis 

Frame element Coding Description 

Problem definition: 

What is the problem 

and who is the 

central actor in the 

problem? 

Topic: Legacy of 

residential schools 

The establishment of residential schools has 

adversely impacted and continues to affect 

Indigenous people and Canada. 

Topic: Paths to 

reconciliation 

There are many ways to improve Canada’s 

relationship with Indigenous people, 

including the TRC’s 94 calls to action. 

Topic: Cultural genocide The term cultural genocide is a controversial 

description of residential schools that has 

sidetracked discussion of the TRC’s findings. 
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Table 3 continued   

Frame element Coding Description 

 

Topic: Federal politics Determining which of the TRC’s calls to 

action to endorse/reject carries consequences 

for Canada’s political parties. 

 

Actor: Indigenous people First Nations, Métis, and Inuit people and 

communities. This also includes residential 

school survivors and their descendants. 

 

Actor: The public Individual Canadians, which largely comprise 

non-Indigenous Canadians. 

 

Actor: Political parties 

and organizations 

Includes the three major federal parties as 

well as Indigenous organizations. 

 
Actor: Architects of 
residential schools 

The federal government and the Church. 

Causal attribution: 

Who are responsible 

for the problems and 

who would benefit 

from the problems 

being solved? 

Responsible: TRC Responsible for accurately documenting the 

legacy of residential schools and charting a 

practical course for reconciliation. 

Responsible: Architects  

and political parties 

Responsible for making amends, addressing 

challenges facing today’s Indigenous people, 

or looking after all Canadians’ well-being. 

 

 

Benefit: Indigenous 

people 

Indigenous people would benefit if some/all 

of the TRC’s calls to action are/are not 

implemented. 

Benefit: Non-Indigenous 

Canadians 

Non-Indigenous Canadians would benefit if 

some/all of the TRC’s calls to action are/are 

not implemented. 

 

Benefit: All Canadians All Canadians would benefit if some/all of the 

TRC’s calls to action are/are not 

implemented. 
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Table 3 continued   

Frame element  Coding Description 

Moral judgements: 

How are topics and 

actors evaluated and 

in relation to which 

values? 

Benefits: Social Framed as having a positive impact on 

Canadian society or on specific groups. 

Risk: Social Framed as having a negative impact on 

Canadian society or on specific groups. 

  

Risk: Economic Framed as having a negative effect on 

Canada’s prosperity. 

 

Risk: Political Framed as having a negative or negligible 

effect on a political entity. 

Treatment 

recommendations: 

Which activities 

would solve the 

problem? 

Make amends Apologize for residential schools, implement 

TRC recommendations, and/or make concrete 

progress towards reconciliation. 

Proceed cautiously Accepting the TRC’s findings should be 

carefully considered. 

 

Build understanding Learn about residential schools and 

reconciliation, and/or create empathy for 

Indigenous people. 

 

Reject or do nothing Reject or ignore the TRC’s findings and/or 

calls to action. 

 

Once the coding variables were selected, I conducted a manual analysis of the remaining 

32 articles to determine which elements tended to group together across texts. For each news 

article, variables were coded as either being present or not, with configurations that seldom 

occurred excluded from the findings. As a result, five cohesive frames were identified. A closer 

examination of each frame, detailed below, reveals some of the issue-specific patterns that 

emerged from the news reporting.  
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The Status Quo Frame 

 This set of variables focuses primarily on the TRC’s calls to action and their practicality. 

Articles and opinion pieces often endorsed the federal government to proceed cautiously with 

accepting the TRC’s findings or to outright reject them. The central actor in this frame was 

exclusively the Canadian government, suggesting that government policies and action are 

required for achieving reconciliation. 

 Unlike the reconciliation frame that assumes a positive stance towards the TRC’s calls to 

action, the status quo frame emphasizes the risks as outweighing the benefits when it comes to 

implementing some or all of the recommendations. In almost all cases, articles frame this 

argument as something that will adversely affect all Canadians rather than arguing how the 

TRC’s recommendations might improve the socio-economic conditions of a marginalized 

minority.  

 While articles employing this frame often accepted and even appreciated the TRC’s 

function as a historical record of residential schools, many stories emphasized that Canada 

should look ahead and move on (see Simpson, 2015). However, the TRC’s calls to action—

although some were recognized as being practical and beneficial—were often viewed as a 

detriment or as a sideshow to addressing the current issues affecting Canada and Indigenous 

people. At best, articles saw the calls to action as making a negligible difference, such as the 

recommendations for additional funding for the CBC or the launch of a national inquiry into 

missing and murdered Indigenous women (see Cosh, 2015). At worst, this frame viewed the 

TRC as divisive by privileging one specific group over another (e.g., Black, 2015; Glavin 2015).  
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The Economic Burden Frame 

 Closely related to the status quo frame in that it reflects an equally negative treatment 

towards the TRC’s recommendations, the economic burden frame is concerned exclusively with 

the economic consequences of adopting the calls to action. Making progress towards 

reconciliation, while largely recognized as a good thing under this frame, is viewed as disastrous 

to Canada’s future prosperity should certain actions be taken. Alternatively, appropriate actions 

are only deemed necessary because they are financially practical. Actions that are not or else will 

require significant funding and long-term planning, such as the implementation of UNDRIP, are 

labelled “impossible” or otherwise considered as part of a deviant political agenda that goes 

beyond the scope of reconciliation and the TRC’s mandate (see Quesnel, 2015).  

Like the status quo frame, this frame positions government as the central actor 

responsible for addressing the issue of reconciliation. Similarly, risks and benefits are framed 

with the Canadian public in mind and little is said about how actions might benefit the economic 

welfare of Indigenous people.  

The Apologist Frame 

 The apologist frame argument begins with the premise that the core problem is that the 

TRC’s findings are deeply flawed, partisan, or distorted. The most common way this is 

expressed is through opinion pieces that aim to mitigate the impact of residential schools by 

suggesting that the system was well-intended and taken out of context (see Jonas, 2015). One 

particularly popular topic involved the backlash against the use of the term cultural genocide. 

Other articles suggested that while many residential school students suffered physical abuse, this 

was not all too different from other school environments at the time when corporal punishment 

was seen as acceptable (see Black, 2015). Another piece argued that many students—far more 
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than those who died or suffered abuse—benefitted from the system by enabling them to receive a 

standard Western education (see Clifton & Rubenstein, 2015a). In almost all cases, the apologist 

frame levels blame for the problem towards the TRC for, as one article suggested, “[reinforcing] 

the many half-truths, exaggerations, and selective reporting about the schools and their mission” 

(Clifton & Rubenstein, 2015a, para.1). To address this issue, the apologist frame suggests, 

Canadians must reject the TRC’s report, learn the full history of the residential school system, 

and recognize it as a product of its time. 

The Political Wedge Frame 

 This frame positions the TRC and the issue of residential schools as a wedge issue 

between the three major federal parties, the Conservatives, Liberals, and New Democrats. 

Similar to the status quo and economic burden frames, the majority of stories focus on the TRC’s 

calls to action but as a tool of comparison between the parties and their respective platform on 

Indigenous issues. Justin Trudeau’s acceptance of all 94 recommendations received frequent 

coverage, as did the Conservative’s reticence to endorse the TRC’s report following its release. 

This particular frame was employed more frequently later on in the news cycle due to the federal 

election in November. 

Compared to the previous frames, the political wedge frame featured wider latitude when 

it came to presenting solutions and the benefits and risks involved. Typically, the article would 

skew as either positive or negative depending on how closely the political party aligned with the 

news publication’s ideological bent. For instance, National Post viewed Trudeau’s actions 

negatively while lauding Stephen Harper’s reluctance to immediately endorse the TRC as 

handling the issue with “comparative distinction” (Black, 2015, para. 19). In most cases, actions 
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were evaluated in terms of how they benefitted the Canadian public as a whole or how they 

affected the political success of the party involved. 

The Reconciliation Frame 

 The previous frames described here have presented the TRC and its recommendations as 

problematic, if not detrimental, to achieving reconciliation. According to the TRC (2015a), 

reconciliation can only be achieved through “awareness of the past, acknowledgement of the 

harm that has been inflicted, atonement for the causes, and action to change behaviour” (p. 6). In 

contrast to the other frames, the reconciliation frame embraces this notion, positioning the TRC’s 

calls to action as a central part of the solution. Articles employing this frame tend to concern 

themselves with addressing two related problems: reconciling Canada’s sordid history and 

improving the socio-economic conditions of Indigenous people. By accepting the TRC’s findings 

and recommendations, Canada can solve these two issues and thereby create a more equal and 

just society by “[mending] the fractured relationship between the country and its native peoples” 

(Galloway & Curry, 2015, para. 1). 

Unlike the other frames, the reconciliation frame was more likely to articulate the notion 

of intergenerational trauma by making the connection between the residential school system and 

some of the current challenges facing Indigenous communities, such as the disproportionate 

number of suicides or the gap in life-expectancy compared to non-Indigenous Canadians (see 

Church, 2015). This frame also had a greater tendency to include Indigenous voices and actors in 

the stories through the use of third-party quotes from Indigenous organizations and advocates.  

Discussion 

As framing theory articulates, the way in which Indigenous people are presented in the 

news can have significant implications. For one, the news media represent one of the main public 
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sources of information on Indigenous issues and can help foster an informed and engaged 

citizenry. Secondly, through the framing process, Canadian media portrayals of Indigenous 

issues have historically been inaccurate and harmful, which can create and reinforce negative 

attitudes towards the Indigenous community. To confront these perceptions and begin redressing 

the systemic inequalities between Indigenous people and non-Indigenous Canadians, it is 

therefore worth investigation to understand how Indigenous-related stories are presented in the 

news today. Presented here is a two-part framing analysis, involving both deductive and 

inductive methods of content analysis, to investigate how residential schools and the TRC were 

commonly framed in Canada’s two national newspapers during the six months following the 

release of the TRC’s summary report. 

The first research question posed by this research project aimed to uncover the dominant 

news frames employed during the news cycle to report on residential schools and the TRC. To 

answer this question, I examined both the generic frames—the common ways in which news is 

reported, regardless of story, publication, or location—and the issue-specific frames that are 

relevant to this particular topic. In the deductive phase of the study, four of the five generic 

frames described by Semetko and Valkenburg (2002) were consistently identified in the analyzed 

data. The most common frames were found to be the attribution of responsibility and conflict 

frames. This aligns with previous research, such as that produced by Muhamad and Yang (2017), 

who pointed out that the attribution of responsibility frame is the most used in national news 

reporting because of the focused coverage that government tends to receive. Coman and Cmeciu 

(2014), as well as An and Gower (2009), have also noted the prevalence of the conflict frame 

when reporting on crises, so it is unsurprising to see its frequency in the reporting of residential 

schools and their traumatic legacy. 
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In a majority of the reporting that discussed the TRC’s calls to action and potential 

solutions for redressing the residential school system, the attribution of responsibility frame was 

used as a way to describe and recommend particular courses of action to rectify an issue. Four of 

the frame’s five variables were consistently identified in the news coverage (see Appendix C). 

The remaining variable (“Does the story suggest the problem needs urgent action?”) was 

identified approximately half as frequently. Urgency was often de-emphasized because many of 

the problems identified in the news coverage were often complex and required long-term 

planning and policies to address rather than an easy fix. For example, in one article, Coates 

(2015) suggests the main problem was that Indigenous people do not “have comparable 

educational outcomes, enjoy healthy and safe communities, have access to decent jobs… to that 

of other Canadians” (para. 7). Addressing such enormous challenges would require systemic 

change that could not necessarily occur overnight.  

 In almost all of the samples that had the attribution of responsibility frame present, 

responsibility and blame were directed towards the government for the establishment of 

residential schools. Often this framing was employed explicitly, such as an interview in The 

Globe and Mail with Alberta’s Minister of Indigenous Relations about the province’s formal 

apology for residential schools. In this piece, Minister Kathleen Ganley acknowledged how the 

system resulted in children “torn from their homes and taken away from their culture and their 

community, and that has had some serious long-term, detrimental effects on an entire 

population” (Tait, 2015, para. 3). Articles also pointed to specific socio-economic challenges 

currently affecting Indigenous people, providing historical context by acknowledging the impact 

of residential schools as the precursor to current issues. For instance, a few editorials discussed 

the poor educational outcomes of Indigenous people, attributing the problem not only to the 
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legacy of the residential school system, but to the lack of federal funding for schools on reserve 

and current political divisions between Canada and Indigenous governments (National Post, 

2015). Although used implicitly, the juxtaposition between the actions of past governments—the 

outright colonist policy of residential schools—with current inaction, such as the chronic 

underfunding of social supports for Indigenous communities, underlines that many of the current 

challenges are rooted in a history of colonialism that continues today. It also challenges the 

popular portrayal of Indigenous people “as the authors of their own problems” (Globe and Mail, 

2015, para. 7).  

Although not the primary target for blame, the Church and its role in the operation of 

residential schools were also covered in several news pieces and editorials. Articles focusing on 

the church’s involvement typically involved two framing choices: the first took a historical view 

by reporting on the abuse that occurred in schools and perpetrated by the church administrators. 

Often, this kind of reporting was intertwined with elements of the human-interest frame by 

incorporating first-hand accounts from school survivors. The other approach married elements of 

the conflict frame by looking at a specific news story: the TRC’s call for a papal apology. 

Usually in the form of National Post editorials, these articles acknowledged the wrongs 

perpetrated by the church but questioned the value in a papal apology for school survivors.  

 The conflict frame was also heavily present in news coverage and tended to emerge most 

frequently in opinion pieces, where journalists often assume a more adversarial approach 

towards policies, government action, and contemporary issues. Thus it was no surprise that the 

National Post, whose coverage consisted primarily of opinion columns, employed the conflict 

frame the most frequently out of the five frames (see Appendix B). In fact, 22 of the 30 editorial 

articles gathered for the National Post featured at least three of the four variables associated with 
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the conflict frame. In the weeks immediately following the release of the TRC’s report, conflict-

frame articles focused on how best to achieve reconciliation, with both the Conservative federal 

government and Indigenous organization parties taking opposing positions on a number of 

issues. For example, one editorial discussed how the government’s introduction of Bill C-51, an 

anti-terrorism bill that could unfairly target Indigenous protesters, impedes reconciliation by 

curtailing rights to free expression (Seesequasis, 2015). Another common topic that made heavy 

use of this frame was the discussion of whether the residential school system constituted cultural 

genocide. Often, this viewpoint was heavily attacked in National Post opinion pieces or else was 

juxtaposed against other arguments through the use of third-party quotes in typical news 

reporting. Later in the news cycle, with the federal election looming, reporting focused on the 

conflict between political parties, noting different positions on the TRC and reconciliation by the 

Liberal, New Democrats, and Conservative Parties. As the election drew closer, the conflict 

frame became even more pronounced as coverage shifted towards the various parties’ platforms. 

 The human-interest frame, though considerably less common, was typically employed 

when news coverage focused on how the residential school system affected specific communities 

and individuals. Most often found in The Globe and Mail news coverage (see Appendix C), this 

kind of reporting provided a “human face” by delving into an individual’s personal experience. 

Feelings of outrage and sympathy were generated through the use of vivid first-hand vignettes 

and descriptions of the abuse that occurred in residential schools, such as the experience 

described by school survivor White Bird (2015): “The beating went on for about 10, 15, 20 

minutes. [The nun] kept asking me questions and I was crying and she kept saying, ‘Did you 

have enough?’” (para.15). First-hand accounts and the use of Indigenous people as sources—
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editorial tools that help to establish the human-interest frame—were less evident in National 

Post articles.  

When used, the economic frame highlighted the societal costs of the residential school 

system, with significant attention focused on the costs of implementing some of the more 

controversial recommendations made by the TRC report. A common story for this frame was the 

adoption of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), 

which also featured elements of the conflict frame. This specific coverage tended to frame the 

issue in terms of land rights — namely, adopting UNDRIP would give Indigenous communities 

the right to have a say in land development projects (such as a pipeline), which would carry a 

significant economic risk for Canada and industry proponents. The economic frame was also 

employed more frequently at the end of the news cycle, which tended to focus on residential 

schools and the TRC in context of the upcoming federal election. As mentioned earlier, a number 

of stories and opinion pieces from the National Post focused on the Liberal Party’s commitment 

to adopt many, if not all, of the TRC’s calls to actions. Almost universally, these stories 

highlighted the serious financial consequences of pursuing this course of action and used it to 

demonstrate Trudeau’s unsuitability for Prime Minister. For example, in one commentary, 

National Post columnist McParland (2015) opines that “the Liberal leader has still not learned 

that authority comes with responsibility, and that leaders need to consider what they’re saying 

before they say it” (para. 4). It is worth noting that responsibility in this particular context is 

limited to fiscal responsibility — competing values such as morality and social responsibility are 

left unmentioned. 

Discovered in previous framing studies, the morality frame is fairly uncommon in news 

reporting, and this was further corroborated by my research. As Muhamad and Yang (2017) note, 
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this is generally because religious opinion, often—though not always—conflated with morality, 

is avoided in most mainstream news. In the few cases where elements of this frame were evident 

(generally found in The Globe and Mail reporting), articles tended to suggest reconciliation as 

only being possible by behaving better to one another. For instance, one article advocated that 

non-Indigenous Canadians must become more understanding and knowledgeable of Indigenous 

people in order to begin addressing some of the significant gaps in inequality (see Mandryk, 

2015). In these articles, government responsibility and solutions (and by extension, presence of 

the attribution of responsibility frame) were de-emphasized in favour of advocating for better 

moral behaviour. 

Media’s Role in Reconciliation 

 While the first phase of this thesis project uncovered some of the common frames found 

in news reporting, the inductive phase builds on this research by investigating how these frames 

are specifically operationalized towards the topic of residential schools and the TRC. Described 

in detail earlier in the findings section, the five frames developed inductively through this study 

(the status quo, economic burden, apologist, political wedge, and reconciliation frames) all 

involve elements of the respective generic frames to identify problems, confer responsibility, set 

the tone, and provide solutions. More significantly, a closer look at these context-specific frames 

is helpful for addressing my second research question: What effect, if any, has the release of the 

TRC’s findings and calls to action had on the framing of residential schools and Indigenous 

people in news coverage? Ultimately, this news coverage, when compared to the findings of 

researchers like Anderson and Robertson (2011), exhibits many of the same colonialist patterns 

that have permeated coverage of Indigenous issues by Canadian media. 
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First noted as part of the deductive study and the prevalence of the attribution of 

responsibility frame, the inductive phase revealed that government is almost exclusively singled 

out to solve the problem. In fact, the one unifying characteristic between the various issue-

specific frames is the central position of government as the agent responsible for effecting 

systemic change and repairing the broken relationship between Indigenous people and non-

Indigenous Canadians. This theme of state responsibility is consistent with other studies delving 

into Canadian media. Stoddart et al. (2015) argue that Canadian news is highly focused on 

government and policy-making to address major challenges, such as climate change. Granted, 

many of the TRC’s calls to action targeted federal government so that partly explains media’s 

focus on government policy change; however, in the many stories where these recommendations 

were criticized or rejected, alternative solutions rarely involved other mechanisms from outside 

of government. Changes in social values and institutions, greater civic responsibility, initiatives 

spearheaded by nongovernmental organizations, and other potential solutions are markedly 

absent from Canadian reporting on residential schools and the TRC. The focus on government’s 

role became even more pronounced when the news cycle began to cover the federal election. 

 Excluding the reconciliation frame, the issue-specific frames were found to be almost 

universally negative in tone towards the TRC’s findings or recommendations. Typically, this 

coverage manifested through the outright rejection of the TRC’s calls to action as unrealistic, 

impractical, or simply ineffective at addressing the gap in socio-economic outcomes between 

Indigenous people and non-Indigenous Canadians. In some of the more egregious articles, the 

actual history documented by the TRC and the numerous testimonies given by school survivors 

were called into question as untruthful. These particular stories that employ negative frames are 

an example of what’s known as a deficit discourse. Knudsen (2017) describes this as a discourse 
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“in which a given phenomenon primarily is characterized by insufficiency and shortfall in 

comparison with some contextual norm and framed as in need of repair” (p. 915). As discussed 

at length in Anderson and Robertson’s (2011) longitudinal study, the history of Canadian media 

is the history of a deficit discourse that positions Indigenous people as culturally backwards or 

otherwise inferior. While this viewpoint of Indigenous people is muted in most of the reporting, 

the framing of the TRC and its calls to action reflects the notion that the commission, as an 

Indigenous institution, is inferior to Western mechanisms. For example, one columnist suggested 

that while the TRC report may meet the “Indigenous cultural standards of evidence gathering and 

truth-telling,” it failed to meet Western social science standards (Clifton & Rubenstein, 2015b, 

para. 7). The argument that there are two different objective truths evident—let alone that one 

truth supersedes another—reflects Canadian media’s tendency to represent Indigenous 

perspectives and lived experiences as less worthy of consideration.  

 Taken together, both the dominant role of federal government as saviour and the 

prevalence of a deficit discourse in news coverage reveal that very little has changed in the 

coverage of Indigenous people. Despite the presence of the reconciliation frame in some of the 

news reporting, most coverage hinders progress towards reconciliation. First, Canadian media 

display a tendency to criticize and outright reject the Indigenous viewpoint through the negative 

coverage of the TRC’s work and recommendations. This finding is consistent with Anderson and 

Robertson’s (2011) observation that media have tended to portray the Indigenous experience as 

subordinate to that of non-Indigenous values and interests. Secondly, media’s emphasis on 

government, which looks at reconciliation as something that can only be addressed through 

political mechanisms, disregards or else undervalues the cultural and social dimensions of the 

issue. Namely, how can we as individual Canadians work together to build a fairer, more just 
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society? This lack of focus is particularly problematic considering the federal government’s 

checkered history when it comes to strengthening the relationship with Indigenous people. 

Framing Variance Between the National Post and The Globe and Mail 

 The points concerning reconciliation so far have generally been observed in both papers 

to varying degrees, such as the heavy emphasis on government responsibility. It is worth 

discussing, however, where these publications diverge in their treatment of the issue, and how 

their emphasis on specific frames supports or hinders the public conversation on reconciliation. I 

will amalgamate the findings from both the deductive and inductive phases of this study to touch 

on a few key points. 

 Noted in both the deductive and inductive phases, the National Post takes a generally 

dismal view of the TRC’s report. The publication and the majority of its opinion writers frame 

the report’s findings and recommendations in terms of economic costs or else highlight the 

TRC’s work as a source of conflict between various political groups. The apologist frame, one of 

the five issue-specific frames identified in the inductive phase, was found exclusively in National 

Post reporting. In the context of reconciliation efforts, I find the presence of this frame most 

troubling, particularly in the articles that attempted to give another account of residential schools 

to put it in a better light. Some articles tried to point out that not all students were adversely 

impacted by the residential school experience. In one particularly alarming piece, the authors, 

one of whom was a former residential school supervisor, question the veracity of survivor 

accounts, even suggesting that survivors may have exaggerated or accepted money for testifying 

(see Rubenstein & Clifton, 2015). This particular view is a particularly explicit example of a 

tendency in the media to frame Indigenous people as deviant and criminal (Fleras & Kunz. 2001; 

Jiwani, 2008).  
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 In comparison, The Globe and Mail fares much better to advance the reconciliation 

conversation in a couple of significant ways. First, as noted previously, the publication employs 

the reconciliation frame far more frequently than some of the more problematic issue-specific 

frames, such as the apologist and status quo frames. This particular framing was often achieved 

by framing the conversation as a social-justice issue. Whereas a majority of National Post 

column pieces only looked at the dollar cost of the TRC’s recommendations, The Globe and 

Mail was more likely to frame the recommendations as the socially and morally right thing to 

do— and therefore worth the financial costs. As Raul (2015) writes in one Globe and Mail 

column: “To put it bluntly, reconciliation without restitution would be meaningless…. The 

Canadian people—you and I—have not taken the stand we need to take. We have not given that 

fundamental instruction—the instruction of the ethical, purposeful voting citizen” (paras. 17–20).  

 A key component of the TRC’s findings—and one most often found in articles 

employing the reconciliation frame—is drawing the connection between the residential school 

system and the socio-economic challenges facing Indigenous individuals and communities today. 

This important connection was most often found in The Globe and Mail, particularly in stories 

that featured elements of the human-interest frame and the use of Indigenous voices as interview 

subjects and quotes. Whereas National Post content mostly used opinion pieces to argue against 

the TRC, Globe and Mail featured several powerful first-hand accounts. One particularly 

harrowing article featured an interview with Gail Gallagher, who spoke of her mother, a 

residential school survivor who battled substance abuse throughout her adult life before 

committing suicide at the age of 53. During her interview, Gail noted how the legacy of 

residential schools impacted her own life: “A lot of dysfunction was passed to me. I have 

problems in my intimate relationships—even developing relationships. I have problems with 
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communication” (Hoffman, 2015, para. 7). By connecting multiple generations of Indigenous 

people affected by the residential school system, articles like this make a powerful statement in 

support of reconciliation by providing valuable context. Namely, that the residential school 

system is a living piece of history that can neither remain unassimilated nor relegated to the 

dormant past; its trauma continues to impose itself. 

 Unfortunately, as necessary as this context is in the reporting of residential schools, its 

usefulness is somewhat limited given the remarkably short span of coverage. As noted in the 

article breakdown, the majority of articles (89 of 102) were published within the first three 

months following the release of the TRC’s summary report. The anemic coverage is consistent 

with the reporting of other Indigenous issues, which are generally underrepresented in news 

reporting. Studying pre- and post-coverage of the Idle No More movement, Barrera (Pierro et al., 

2013) argues that reporting typically occurs around flashpoints, such as a blockade or protest, 

and then dies shortly after. What is often missing in this coverage is the lead-up reporting that 

contextualizes how rising tensions may have escalated an issue. Barrera concludes: “Without any 

reference points, or noticeable narrative arcs, the emergence of the Idle No More movement and 

protests led to predictable public reactions” (p. 14). The lack of follow-up reporting on the TRC 

indicates the same consistent pattern, where issues emerge only to disappear from the public 

conversation just as suddenly. The work of the TRC, however, is in fact part of a much larger 

discourse. Omitting parts of this conversation contributes to a superficial understanding of 

Indigenous issues and why they continue to re-emerge, year over year.  

Study Limitations and Opportunities for Future Research 

This research project examines how the reporting of residential schools and the TRC was 

framed in national news coverage. The sample studied, while representative of mainstream 
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national reporting, is not indicative of the wide variety of reporting on the subject. Other 

alternative sources, such as from the Indigenous-owned and -operated Aboriginal Peoples 

Television Network (APTN) or the left-of-centre independent news magazine The Tyee, may 

provide a substantially divergent perspective. Additionally, while some of the articles studied 

touch on provincial issues and topics, this research project does not consider the variance in 

attitudes and opinions between provinces. A newspaper article intended for an Alberta audience 

may be framed differently than one meant for Nova Scotians, just as English-language 

publications may differ from those with Francophone audiences in mind. Finally, this thesis 

project focused specifically on the textual content of newspaper reporting. Photos and images, 

albeit powerful tools used by the media to frame issues (Corrigall-Brown & Wilkes, 2012), were 

excluded from this research project. Future research that could build on this project’s findings 

could cover additional publications, as well as other forms of media, such as images and 

television reporting. 

Research was conducted over a six-month period to examine a specific issue involving 

Indigenous people. Future studies could conduct framing research using similar methods 

employed in this study to compare how coverage of other Indigenous issues compares to this 

study’s findings. It would be interesting to see how the framing investigated here compares to 

other milestones in the history of the TRC, such as the federal government’s formal apology for 

residential schools in 2008. 

A common concern raised about studies analyzing media frames is the lack of attention 

given to how audiences interpret these frames. As Entman (1993) noted, the text and 

communicator are two of four locations where framing occurs—audience framing is another 

important area worth studying that was beyond the scope of this project. Though there is always 
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an inference made in news framing studies about how particular frames may be understood by 

audiences, this is rarely supported by follow-up research to confirm audiences’ interpretations 

align with the media frames identified (Scheufele, 1999). A complementary research project 

could involve focus groups, surveys, and interviews to investigate if audience frames reflect or 

counter the textual frames investigated in this project. 

Final Thoughts 

Throughout the planning, research, and writing of this report, I kept thinking back to a 

quote from the TRC’s (2015a) summary report: “Reconciliation must inspire Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal peoples to transform Canadian society so that our children and grandchildren can 

live together in dignity, peace, and prosperity on these lands we now share” (p. 7). This is a 

seismic undertaking that may take generations to realize, but the TRC’S work is a hopeful start. 

As Justice Murray Sinclair (2015) remarked, thanks to the work of the TRC, Indigenous people 

no longer have to walk this path alone. It will be up to us, our media, our governments, our 

schools, and our places of business to share this road.  

Two years since the release of the TRC’s report, there is still much that needs to be done. 

In the afterglow of Canada’s 150th anniversary, a celebration that served to further idealize the 

nation’s past while simultaneously ignoring the millennia of Indigenous history that preceded it 

(Kassam, 2017), many of the TRC’s calls to action remain unrealized. Cindy Blackstock argues 

that thus far “there’s lots of good talk and not a lot of action in terms of translating [TRC’s calls 

to action] into real change” (Forrest, 2017, para. 8). Media can play an important role in creating 

change by serving as an advocate and challenging Canadians’ negative assumptions about 

Indigenous people. This thesis project was an attempt to investigate the underlying framing 

processes informing Canadians’ understanding of residential schools and the work of the TRC. 
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Through an analysis of two of Canada’s most-read newspapers, evidence suggests that 

mainstream media continue to exhibit some of the same problematic framing tendencies that 

have perpetuated unequal power relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

Canadians. As we look forward to the next 150 years as a country, we must take a closer, more 

critical look at our media and other systems of power in society if we ever hope to reconcile the 

dark chapters of our past with the nation we wish to one day be.  
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Appendix A 

Table A1 

Content Analysis Questions for Identifying Generic News Frames (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000) 

Attribution of responsibility frame 

• Does the story suggest that some level of government has the ability to alleviate the issue? 

• Does the story suggest that some level of government is responsible for the issue? 

• Does the story suggest solution(s) to the issue? 

• Does the story suggest that an individual (or group of people) is responsible for the issue? 

• Does the story suggest the problem requires urgent action? 

Conflict frame 

• Does the story reflect disagreement between parties, individuals, groups, or countries? 

• Does one party, individual, group, or country reproach another? 

• Does the story refer to two sides or to more than two sides of the problem or issue? 

• Does the story refer to winners and losers? 

Economic frame 

• Is there a mention of financial losses or gains now or in the future? 

• Is there a mention of the costs or degree of expenses involved? 

• Is there a reference to economic consequences of pursuing or not pursuing a course of action? 

Human-interest frame 

• Does the story provide a human example or “human face” on the issue? 

• Does the story employ adjectives or personal vignettes that generate feelings of outrage, 

empathy-caring, sympathy, or compassion? 

• Does the story emphasize how individuals and groups are affected by the issue/problem? 

• Does the story go into the private or personal lives of the actors? 

• Does the story contain visual information that might generate feelings of outrage,  

empathy-caring, sympathy, or compassion? 

Morality frame 

• Does the story contain any moral message? 

• Does the story make reference to morality, God, and other religious tenets? 

• Does the story offer specific social prescriptions about how to behave? 
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Appendix B 

Adapted by An and Gower (2009), Tables B1 and B2 provide a breakdown of the five 

generic used frames in The Globe and Mail and the National Post. 

Table B1 

Use of the Five Generic News Frames in The Globe and Mail 

Use/no use Five news frames 

 
Responsibility Conflict Economic Human interest Morality 

Use breakdown     

One item     4   (6.7%)     5   (8.3%)     4   (6.7%)     8 (13.3%)     9    (15%) 

Two items     6    (10%)   10 (16.7%)     7 (11.7%)     2   (3.3%)     8 (13.3%) 

Three items     7 (11.7%)   13 (21.7%)     3      (5%)     5   (8.3%)     2   (3.3%) 

Four items   18    (30%)   7   (11.7%)   —     6    (10%)   — 

Five items   15    (25%)   —   —     7 (11.7%)   — 

Total use   50 (83.3%)   35 (58.3%)   14 (23.3%)   28 (46.7%)   19 (31.7%) 
No use   10 (16.7%)   25 (41.7%)   46 (76.7%)   32 (53.3%)   41 (68.3%) 

Total   60 (100%)   60 (100%)   60 (100%)   60 (100%)   60 (100%) 

 

Table B2 

Use of the Five Generic News Frames in the National Post 

Use/no use Five news frames 

 
Responsibility Conflict Economic Human 

interest 

Morality 

Use breakdown     

One item    3   (7.1%)    3   (7.1%)    3   (7.1%)     4   (9.5%)    3   (7.1%) 

Two items    4   (9.5%)    8    (19%)    5    (12%)     2   (4.8%)    1   (2.3%) 

Three items    9 (21.4%)    9 (21.4%)  11 (26.1%)     0      (0%)    0      (0%) 

Four items  10 (23.8%)  15 (35.7%)   —     0      (0%)   — 

Five items    7 (16.7%)   —   —     4   (9.5%)   — 

Total use   33 (78.6%)  35 (83.3%)  19 (45.2%)   10 (23.8%)    4   (9.5%) 
No use     9 (21.4%)    7 (16.7%)  23 (54.8%)   32 (76.2%)  38 (90.5%) 

Total   42 (100%)   42 (100%)   42 (100%)   42 (100%)  42  (100%) 
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Appendix C 

 Supplementing the summary findings from Appendix B, Table C1 provides a breakdown 

by framing question of how many articles in each publication were coded yes for the deductive 

phase of this research project. 

Table C1 

Coding Results from the Deductive Content Analysis 

Framing questions 

Number and percentage of articles 

coded yes for each publication 

The Globe and 

Mail 

(n = 60) 

National Post 

(n = 42) 

Attribution of responsibility frame     

Does the story suggest that some level of government  

has the ability to alleviate the problem? 36 (60%) 23 (54%) 

Does the story suggest that some level of government  

is responsible for the issue/problem? 41 (68%) 27 (64%) 

Does the story suggest solution(s)  

to the problem/issue? 44 (73%) 26 (62%) 

Does the story suggest that an independent (or group  

of people) is responsible for the issue/problem? 38 (63%) 17 (40%) 
Does the story suggest the problem  

needs urgent action? 21 (35%)   9 (21%) 

Conflict frame   
Does the story reflect disagreement between parties, 

individuals, groups, or countries? 32 (53%) 35 (83%) 

Does one party, individual, group, or country  

reproach another? 13 (22%) 20 (48%) 

Does the story refer to two sides or to more  

than two sides of the problem or issue? 28 (47%) 31 (74%) 

 

Does the story refer to winners and losers? 15 (25%) 20 (48%) 
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Table C1 continued   

Framing questions 

Number and percentage of articles 

coded yes for each publication 

The Globe and 

Mail 

(n = 60) 

 National Post 

(n = 42) 

Economic frame   
Is there a mention of financial losses or gains  

now or in the future?   5 (8%) 14 (33%) 
Is there a mention of the costs or degree of  

expenses involved?   8 (13%) 18 (43%) 
Is there a reference to economic consequences of 

pursuing or not pursuing a course of action? 11 (18%) 14 (33%) 

Human-interest frame   
Does the story provide a human example or “human 

face” on the issue? 18 (30%)   5 (12%) 

Does the story employ adjectives or personal vignettes 

that generate feelings of outrage, empathy-caring, 

sympathy, or compassion? 16 (27%)   5 (12%) 

Does the story emphasize how individuals and groups 

are affected by the issue/problem? 24 (40%) 10 (24%) 

Does the story go into the private or personal lives of 

the actors? 12 (20%)   4 (10%) 

Does the story contain visual information that might 

generate feelings of outrage, empathy-caring, 

sympathy, or compassion? 12 (20%)   4 (10%) 

Morality frame   
Does the story contain any moral message? 15 (25%)   4 (10%) 

Does the story make reference to morality, God, and 

other religious tenets?   4 (7%)   1 (2%) 

Does the story offer specific social prescriptions about 

how to behave? 11 (18%)   1 (2%) 

Note. Questions and table adapted from Semetko and Valkenburg (2000). 
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Appendix D 

 Table D1features the initial variables identified for the inductive content analysis. Similar 

topics and elements were then combined to code the rest of the data for the content analysis. 

Table D1 

Initial Coding Variables for the Inductive Content Analysis 

Frame element Coding Description 

Problem definition: 

What is the problem 

and who is the 

central actor in the 

problem? 

Topic: Horrors of 

residential schools 

TRC documented the deaths and abuse that 

occurred as a result of residential schools. 

Topic: Impact of 

residential schools 

Residential schools have had a residual effect 

on Canada and today’s Indigenous people. 

Topic: How to achieve 

reconciliation 

TRC’s 94 calls to action for achieving 

reconciliation. 

Topic: Cultural genocide 

is accurate 

Cultural genocide is an accurate assessment 

of the residential school system. 

Topic: Cultural genocide 

is offensive/inaccurate 

Cultural genocide does not apply to Canada’s 

history or to residential schools. 

 

Topic: Residential schools 

were misunderstood 

Residential schools did some harm but also 

good, and their intention was sound. 

 

Topic: Residential schools 

had no impact 

Those who never attended face similar  

socio-economic challenges as those who did. 

 

Topic: Liberal Party 

accepts TRC report 

Liberal Party committed to implementing all 

of the TRC’s calls to action. 

 
Topic: Conservative  
Party’ reluctance 

Conservative Party has not committed to 
endorsing TRC’s report. 

 
Topic: Missing 
Indigenous women 

Launch of a national inquiry into missing and 
murdered Indigenous women. 

 

Topic: TRC calls for a 

papal apology 

One of the TRC’s recommendations is for the 

Pope to apologize for residential schools. 
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Table D1 continued   

Frame element Coding Description 

 
Topic: UNDRIP One of the TRC’s recommendations is the 

adoption of UNDRIP. 

 

Actor: Residential school 

survivors 

First Nations, Métis, and Inuit who were 

forced to attend residential schools. 

 
Actor: Indigenous people Today’s Indigenous people, which includes 

school survivors and their descendants. 

 
Actor: Federal 
government 

Also includes recent administrations under 
Stephen Harper and Justin Trudeau. 

 Actor: The public Individual Canadians. 

 

Actor: Liberal Party Leader Justin Trudeau and the Canadian 

Liberal Party as a whole. 

 
Actor: Conservative Party Leader Stephen Harper and the Canadian 

Conservative Party as a whole. 

 

Actor: The Church The Catholic Church, as well as the nuns, 

teachers, and administrators who ran schools. 

 
Actor: TRC The Truth and Reconciliation Commission, its 

chair members, and advocates. 

Causal attribution: 

Who are responsible 

for the problems and 

who would benefit 

from the problems 

being solved? 

Responsible actor: TRC TRC is responsible for accurately reporting 

residential school’s history and legacy. 

Responsible actor: TRC TRC is responsible for providing practical 

solutions for achieving reconciliation. 

Responsible actor:  

Federal government 

Federal government is responsible for 

implementing the residential school system. 

Responsible actor:  

Federal government 

Federal government is responsible for looking 

after the well-being of all Canadians. 

Responsible actor:  
Federal government 

Federal government is responsible for making 
decisions that will achieve reconciliation.  
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Table D1 continued   

Frame element Coding Description 

 
Responsible actor: The 
Church 

Catholic Church is partly responsible for 
residential schools. 

 
Benefit: Indigenous 
people 

Indigenous people would benefit if some/all 
of the TRC’s calls to action are implemented. 

 

Benefit: Non-Indigenous 

Canadians 

Non-Indigenous Canadians would benefit if 

TRC’s calls to action are not implemented. 

Moral judgements: 

How are topics and 

actors evaluated and 

in relation to which 

values? 

Benefit: Historical remedy TRC report framed as having a benefit by 

correcting the historical record. 

Benefit: Education TRC report framed as having a positive effect 

on the education of individuals. 

Benefit: Social equality TRC report framed as having a positive 

impact on Canadian society. 

Risk: Social discord TRC report framed as having a negative 

impact on Canadian society. 

 

Risk: Economic burden TRC report framed as having a negative effect 

on Canada’s economy. 

 

Risk: Nation building 

compromised 

TRC calls to action has a negative effect on 

important land development projects. 

 

Risk: Political quagmire TRC report framed as having a negative effect 

on a political party or entity. 

 

Risk: Political placebo TRC report framed as having no effect on 

addressing a problem. 

Treatment 

recommendations: 

Which activities 

would solve the 

problem? 

Remove bias Give a full account of residential schools, not 

just the negative stories as told by the TRC. 

Consider carefully Government must carefully weigh benefits 
and risks of adopting TRC’s calls to actions. 

Reject recommendations Government should not adopt calls to action. 
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Table D1 continued   

Frame element Coding Description 

 

Raise awareness All Canadians should learn about Indigenous 
people and the history of residential schools. 

Create empathy Canadians should recognize the residential 
school’s role in creating current conditions. 

Increase government 

funding 

Government should address funding shortage 

for Indigenous communities, education, etc. 

Note. Table adapted from Matthes and Kohring (2008) and Knudsen (2017). 

 

 

 

 


